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Introduction  
Theme, Motivation and Research Question 
This thesis focuses on the work of two contemporary Latin American artists, the Mexican Teresa 
Margolles (b. 1963) and the Colombian Oscar Muñoz (b. 1951).1 Both artists dialogue in their work with 
the conflictive context of their countries, a concern that is perceptible in the effort to re-present or make 
visible those that are dead and were, in some cases, victims of violence: organized crime, drug battles and 
state-financed disappearances. Margolles’s art develops around the recollection, treatment and exposure of 
biological samples from dead bodies, mainly of people that have been murdered, abandoned by their 
relatives, or caught in the crossfire between powers, especially in the northern states of Mexico. In the 
case of Oscar Muñoz, the artist creates archives of obituary photographs from Colombian newspapers 
that he integrates and disintegrates in his artworks by drawing, printing, and projecting these images with 
changeable materials. Muñoz’s work has been contextualized as a response to the disappearance of 
Colombian citizens by armed groups and other state-financed actors.  
My motivation to focus on these artists awakens from the conviction that in dealing with these 
‘deadly matters’ the artists reveal a visual and social phenomenon: the constant exposure and daily 
publication of violent images –photographs of dead people and crimes– in the national newspapers and 
television has made the population ‘immune’ to such violent acts. The curator and art critic José Roca 
partly addressed this topic when he highlighted that the dissemination of violence images in Colombia’s 
media has made the population consider violence as ‘normal’. In 2003 he published an article where he 
paired, for the first time, Muñoz and Margolles by arguing that they explore in their work how to address 
death in the violent environments without banalizing the violence or making the facts a spectacle. 2 Later, in 
2007, he included artworks from both artists in the travelling exhibition Phantasmagoria: Specters of Absence in 
which he discusses that Muñoz and Margolles make the dead present by using their absence as the 
                                                        
1 See Appendix, Artists Biographies and Selected Exhibitions for further information about the artists.  
2 José Roca is a Colombian curator, art critic and artistic director of FLORA ars+natura, an independent space 
devoted to contemporary art in Bogota, Colombia. He is currently the Estrellita B. Brodsky Adjunt Curator for Latin 
American art at the Tate Modern in London, UK. The article mentioned here is “Ausencia/Evidencia: José 
Alejandro Restrepo, Oscar Muñoz, Teresa Margolles” La columna de arena no. 48, accessed: 15 June 2015. 
http://www.universes-in-universe.de/columna/col48/col48.htm.  
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evidence of their departure. 3  Roca’s reflections contributed as the first step to dive into a critical 
exploration of the presentation and representation of the missing in Muñoz and Margolles’s work.  
That said, I put forward the claim that these two artists propose a counter-discourse against the 
media’s versions of the facts and the images they publish, and re-engage the audience by facilitating 
aesthetic, physical and emotive encounters with death, loss and past realities. Therefore, the research 
departs from the following question: how do the artworks of Oscar Muñoz and Teresa Margolles propose 
ways to present and represent the presence and absence of the dead? And how do their artworks relate to 
the viewer?  
 
Aim and Approach  
The aim of this thesis is to disentangle and understand the aesthetic mechanisms used by Teresa 
Margolles and Oscar Muñoz to re-incorporate the images and traces of the dead into social life, 
challenging the ‘normalization’ of death and proposing a counter-narrative to a long history of impunity 
and neglected violence in Mexico and Colombia. Even though the socio-political context of both 
countries is mentioned explicitly or indirectly in the artworks, I do not dive into it in this thesis. Mainly, 
because it is extensive; in general terms, the Colombian and Mexican history is characterized by 
widespread, violent conflict from the Colonial times to the formation of guerillas, and since the 80’s, the 
rise of drug cartels. My approach is different; I present some of the socio-political concerns these 
countries face inasmuch as the artists integrate them into the artworks. In contrast, my argumentation 
revolves around three concepts to illustrate the distinct ways to portray and relate to death and the dead 
engaged in the artworks. Let me explain.  
In the case of Margolles’s works, the body is brought forward in its physical and material 
composition/decomposition. The artist approaches death and the dead from its biological remains. 
Therefore, I choose to explore Margolles’s works from the perspective of the first concept, which is ‘the 
Corpse’. Distinctively, in Muñoz’s work the presence of the dead is perceived not through the body of the 
deceased but through their photographs; his artworks place the dead in the relation the viewer establishes 
                                                        
3 Phantasmagoria Spectes of Absence was a travelling exhibition co-organized by iCI (Independent Curators International) 
and the Museo de Arte del Banco de la República in Bogotá, Colombia.The exhibition started in Colombia and went 
to four museums throughout the United States. 
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with old photos. Furthermore he experiments with the photographs, with their durability and integrity in 
different supports, reflecting on death as an in-between presence and absence. Thus, because of this 
oscillation from appearing and disappearing (presence/absence) I have established a relation with the 
second concept, which is ‘the Specter’. Through the third concept, ‘the Living’, I focus on the prominent 
role of the viewers and their active participation for the realization and finishing of the artists’ works.  
‘The Corpse’, ‘the Specter’ and ‘the Living’ expose three ways of relating partly with life and with 
death. The capitalization of the words serves to different purposes: it gives the word the status of concept 
in contrast to a singular corpse or a specter as it refers to it generally, and it allows for the association of such 
terms with a certain theoretical framework. In the case of ‘the Corpse’ for example, if seen in relation to 
Margolles’s works, the capitalization emphasizes the existence of singular corpses and traces of dead bodies 
–the ones used as medium in the artwork–, and a general ‘corpse’ associable with the field of bio-politics, 
which give importance to the body as a place of power disputes. The same happens with the other two 
notions, ‘the Specter’ and ‘the Living’. By signalizing a distinction between a singular and a general, the 
analysis starts from the description of the artworks, its composition and media specifically in each case 
study, and moves to definition of each of the concepts.  
 
Theoretical Framework and Thesis Structure  
This thesis is divided in three sections in line with the three chosen notions; the first one, ‘the 
Corpse’, deals with the presence of dead bodies as artistic medium in Teresa Margolles’s artworks. The 
chapter examines the display of segments and substances coming from dead bodies, and the act of making 
them interact with the spectator’s living body. The theoretical framework in this first chapter revolves 
around the work of scholars that re-think the body as a space of power and political disputes in the field 
of bio-politics, such as Giorgio Agamben’s theory of marginalization. He pays attention to the lives lived 
at the judicial margins of modern governments. Besides Agamben’s work, Judith Butler’s reflections about 
the common vulnerability of mankind are placed in dialogue with Gabriel Giorgi’s insightful analysis of 
bio-politics theory in relation to Latin American contemporary literature and art. In this chapter I also 
examine the ways in which the corpse is presented and represented, as absence and presence. By affirming 
 4 
that Margolles displays the dead body through the ‘forensic gaze’, I show how the traces of the dead body 
work as signs to represent other corpses that are not physically present.  
The second chapter focuses on ‘the Specter’ as a figure that, in contrast to ‘the Corpse’, is 
constituted by the shifting between presence and absence beyond the dead body. ‘The Specter’ is explained 
as the sign of past socio-political realities that are somehow interfering and addressing the present. This 
section deals directly with Muñoz’s artworks, specifically with the construction of archives of old obituary 
photographs published in the Colombian newspapers and the integration of those photographs in his 
artworks. I propose that the reincorporation of the photographs of the dead into the realms of the living 
through some of his artworks can be read as a haunting of Colombia’s violent past in the present, but also 
as a reflection about the role of images from the past in the construction of present realities and memory. 
The theoretical framework of this chapter draws from Roland Barthes’s publication Camera Lucida, 1980. 
Subsequently, a definition of ‘specter’ and ‘spectrality’ in relation to photography, video and archive is 
taken from Jacques Derrida. In addition, I connect these with Avery F. Gordon’s sociological definition of 
the ‘specter’ as a historical figure returning from unaddressed social injustices.  
In the third and last chapter, ‘the Living’, I focus on the viewers of Margolles and Muñoz’s 
artworks as they have a central role in the construction of the pieces. Even to such an extent that the 
audience becomes an active participant as co-author of the works. In order to do so, I first propose to go 
back to ‘the Corpse’ and ‘the Specter’ to evaluate how it is that these figures interact and relate to the 
viewer. From this analysis I show that these interactions involve the physical and emotive engagement of 
the audience. By transgressing the boundaries between artwork and observer, the latter is confronted with 
preconceptions and ideas about the place of the dead and to its own attitude towards anonymous or 
known dead. This transgression is seen through an examination of the sense of touch and the biological 
repulsion we feel when coming into contact something considered as abject, like the corpse. Jacques 
Derrida’s book on the sense of touch, On Touching, 2005, and the ‘abjection’ or repulsion seen through 
Julia Kristeva’s 1982 essay “Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection” have proven to be essential. I 
finish this thesis suggesting that by repositioning the viewer as co-author and support of the artworks, 
they become grievers and rememberers of the dead.  
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1. ‘The Corpse’ 
 
This chapter deals with ‘the Corpse’ in Teresa Margolles’s artworks, as a place where the ties 
between politics and biology (corporality) meet. In the artist’s work, the corpses are seen as the physical 
representation of violent realities that have impact on the Mexican people. Nonetheless, Margolles’s 
corpses also relate to absence, to those bodies that were either not identified and picked up from the 
morgue by their families or, even when registered in the newspapers and obituaries, were unseen and 
eventually forgotten by the community. In order to explore the implications and the meanings of the use 
of ‘corpses’ and traces of the dead body in Margolles’s artworks, my theoretical focus is based on bio-
politics, the concept of the ‘forensic gaze’, and a reading of the methods of representation in her artworks 
through literary tropes.  
 
This chapter is divided in three parts; in the first part I introduce the artist and her artworks by 
focusing on the 2009 exhibition “What Else Could We Talk About?”, with which Margolles represented 
Mexico in the 53rd Venice Biennale. I will focus on the process of artistic creation of most of her artworks, 
the political topics she focuses on, and the media and techniques she uses to make the works. Most of her 
artworks depict the dead body or parts of it, and address socio-political realities in contemporary Mexico: 
drug wars, organized crime, corruption and poverty. The display of biological substances and body parts 
often implicates the viewer in a debate around the ethical consequence of keeping bodies in the public 
scene, the violence exerted upon the body and about the ‘duties’ of the living towards the victims of this 
violence.  
In the second part, I discuss ‘the Corpse’ as (source) material for Teresa Margolles’s artworks as 
well as its relationship to bio-politics, with the distinction between forms of life, ‘bios’ and ‘zoe’ proposed 
by Giorgio Agamben, and Judith Butler’s account of what she calls ‘precarious life’.4 By reflecting on the 
ways in which the corpse is seen, and is treated, the dead body becomes a sign of a shared vulnerability 
between human beings, specifically those subjected to the ongoing power disputes in contemporary 
                                                        
4 After the attacks of 9/11, Judith Butler’s devoted a book to explore injurability and aggression as points of 
departure of political life. In Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence she emphasizes how human beings are 
tied through loss and their shared corporal vulnerability. ‘Precarious life’ is this shared vulnerability and the 
acknowledgement that human life depends upon other life: the recognitions that humans hurt themselves.  
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Mexico. However, it is also a sign that can be read through the epistemology of the ‘forensic gaze’, 
providing an understanding of the circumstances and cause of death, as well as of the impact of power 
disputes in the conditions of life. The ‘forensic gaze’ can be understood both as a way of seeing that 
centers on connecting clues in order to provide a full picture of a crime, like Mariana Valverde proposes, 
and as a look that reads, in the materiality of the body, how a life is an unevenly distributed right among 
the population, as Gabriel Giorgi exposes.5  
The third section focuses on the presentation, framing and displaying of the corpse in the 
artworks Vaporización (Vaporization) 2002, Aire (Air) 2003 and En el aire (In the Air) 2003. I argue that the 
mechanisms used to present the bodies in Margolles’s artworks oscillate between singularity and plurality, 
the visible and the invisible, the organic and the inorganic, making possible a double existence of the 
corpse: as presence and as absence. Hence, ‘the Corpse’ is not just being presented in its materiality and 
biological condition, but also used as a sign to represent other bodies that are not necessarily present but are 
somehow addressed in the artworks. I rely on figures of speech or tropes to explore this representation of 
other bodies. This means that ‘the Corpse’ and the segments or traces of the dead are seen, in the first 
instance, as medium of the artwork and, in the second place, as signs. Through synecdoche, accumulation 
and oxymoron I explore how ‘the Corpse’ (‘the sign’) goes beyond its literal meaning and presentation as 
such, referring to the socio-political circumstances of those deaths and the ‘place’ of the victims and their 
remains in the community.  
 
1.1 The Artist and the Artworks 
Teresa Margolles’s artworks revolve around death and the presence of the corpse in the public sphere. 
In the Venice Biennale of 2009, Margolles presented the exhibition ¿De qué otra cosa podríamos hablar? (What 
                                                        
5 Gabriel Giorgi is an Associate Professor of Spanish and Portuguese in the New York University. He is the author 
of several books focused on the literature from the Southern Cone and Bio-politics including, Zones of Exception: 
Biopolitical Territories in the Neoliberal Era in collaboration with Professor Karen Pinkus and the 2014 book Formas 
comunes: Animalidad, cultura y política (Common Forms: Animality, Culture and Politics). The latter is his newest 
publication and it focuses on the representation of “the animal” as political sign in contemporary Latin-American 
literature and art. Giorgi focuses part of his analysis in Teresa Margolles’s artworks, especially on the art collective 
SEMEFO. 
 
Mariana Valverde is a Professor in the Centre of Criminology and Sociolegal Studies at the University of Toronto, 
serving as Director from 2007 to 2013. President of the Canadian Law and Society Association, and, until June 2014, 
editor in chief of the Canadian Journal of Law and Society: Revue canadienne droit et societe. 
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Else Could We Talk About?) in the Mexican pavilion. She displayed the work Bandera (Flag), which 
consisted of a canvas that was soaked in the blood left from executions on the border between Mexico 
and the United States. The artist hung the cloth in replacement of the Mexican flag that welcomed the 
visitors to the country’s pavilion, just between the flags of the European Union and the city of Venice 
[Fig. 1]. She used the same technique to create Narcomensajes (Narcomessages), “blood paintings” that were 
embroidered with messages left by the murderer over its victim’s body [Fig. 2 & 3], and the artwork Sangre 
recuperada (Recovered Blood), a series of fabrics impregnated with mud after being used to clean traces of 
blood from crime scenes [Fig.4]. She also included in the exhibition the work Ajuste de cuentas (Score-
Settlings), 21 pieces of jewelry made out of gold and glass fragments from car windows that were 
shattered during crossfire [Fig.5]. The artwork Tarjetas para picar cocaína (Cards to Cut up Cocaine) 
comprised ten thousand cards that were distributed during the opening days of the Biennale. Each card 
had on one side the photograph of a dead man’s head, who seemed to have suffered a brutal death, he 
had reddened skin and burned or mutilated eyes, nose and mouth. On the other side, the artist printed the 
logo of the Biennale and the title of her exhibition on a red background; she also added the following text: 
“Person murdered because of links with organized crime” and “Card to cut cocaine” [Fig.6]. 6 
These examples synthesize what has been Teresa Margolles’s artistic work: the integration of a 
corpse’s material with a narrative of violence in Mexico. This material composition includes the 
compilation of biological traces and substances expelled from the dead body as well as objects collected 
from the crime scene. For most of her artworks, Margolles reads about crimes committed in the Mexican 
newspapers and she researches the crimes’ location. Once the body is removed, she collects what is left, 
which is mainly blood, other biological fluids and dirt. After this forensic fieldwork the artist re-places the 
elements from the crime scene in the museum or art gallery, and gives them a voice. The traces of corpses 
are usually accompanied by text and explanatory tags from newspaper articles that document the number 
of people dead after violent events, which generally take place at the northern border of Mexico to 
messages left behind by murderers over their victims’ bodies, as is the case in the work Narcomensajes. 
These messages address a third party: the police, the government, or society in general. In the notes 
                                                        
6 José Manuel Springer “De qué otra forma podríamos hablar?: El pabellón de México en el 53 Bienal de Venecia” 
Réplica 21 (2009) accessed March 15, 2015. 
http://www.replica21.com/archivo/articulos/s_t/566_springer_margolles.htm 
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embroidered on the canvas the viewer can read “Ver, oír y callar” (See, Hear and Silence), “Hasta que 
caigan todos tus hijos” (Until All Your Children Fall), “Así terminan las ratas” (This is How Rats End) or 
“Para que aprendan a respetar” (So That They Learn to Respect). All these messages justify the action 
committed, instigate further crimes or defame the victim.  
As it is expressed in the title of the exhibition, “What Else Could We Talk About?”, Margolles 
identifies the need to address in her artworks the rise of violence in Mexico. Participating in the Biennale 
constitutes, through the positioning of the bloody canvas as the Mexican flag, an opportunity to let the 
dead speak and occupy a place of political significance that defies the impunity and passive attitude 
towards the massive killings and disappearances in Mexico. However, the cases where the traces of 
corpses are transformed into something else, into other objects that are given to the visitors of the 
exhibition with the invitation to be used, like the cards to cut up cocaine, propose a gruesome bond 
between the viewer and the victim’s corpse. Such a relationship not only plays with the shock of being in 
contact with a corpse, but also suggests the public’s complicity in the perpetuation of these crimes. In the 
war on drugs, as consumers demand for the production and distribution of hard drugs, violent 
competition between drug cartels in Latin America only increases.  
The public’s participation in the completion of some of her artworks also poses a reflection on 
the limits of the human body and conventions regarding the spatial relation (distance) between the corpse 
and the living body. In the Venice Biennale, Margolles presented another artwork that I have decided to 
mention last in order to introduce the topics tackled in this first chapter. Limpieza (Cleaning) is a 
performance piece in which a man, sometimes a woman, silently mops the floor of an empty gallery space. 
A small label on one of the walls explains that the floors are being mopped at least once a day with a 
mixture of water and blood of people murdered in Mexico. The cleaners are related to the victims. The 
victims’s remains merge with both the space and the living, the mixture of water and blood leaves a layer 
of grime on the floor that sticks to the sole of visitors’s shoes and forces them to carry with them those 
remains.7 There is nothing on display, but an action takes place: the repetitive motion of summoning and 
spreading the presence of the dead. Furthermore, the artwork proposes a silent interaction between the 
                                                        
7 Teresa Margolles, “Conversations between Taiyana Pimentel, Teresa Margolles and Cuauhtémoc Medina”, 
exhibition catalogue What Else Could We Talk About?, Ed. Cuauhtémoc Medina, (México: Editorial RM, 2009): 89.  
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victims’s relatives, who bring their dead forward in mopping, and the visitors who leave with them, in a 
way, animating their bodies.  
Apart from some of the artworks of the Biennale, I will also focus on the artworks Vaporización 
(Vaporization) 2002 and En el Aire  (In the Aire) 2003.  The artist used as medium for both artworks, as 
she did for Limpieza, mixtures of water with blood and other fluids collected from crime scenes. In the 
case of Vaporización she diffused the water as vapor, and in En el Aire she made bubbles. Either as vapor 
or as bubbles, the ‘water’ expands and covers the entire exhibition space, establishing physical contact 
with the viewer.  
 
1.2 ‘The Corpse’, Bio-politics and the ‘Forensic Gaze’  
Before working as a solo artist, Teresa Margolles was part of the artistic collective SEMEFO, 
acronym for ‘Servicio Médico Forense’ (Medical Forensic Service), a group that started in the 1990s doing 
performances and, in a later stage, artworks using the dead body as primary source. The collective 
SEMEFO took its name from the Mexican police division responsible for conducting autopsies to both 
victims of violent death and corpses that remain unidentified, unclaimed or whose relatives cannot afford 
a proper burial. 8 In the year 2000, SEMEFO (the police division, not the artistic collective) received 5.855 
bodies for autopsy, a number that gives a rough idea of the massive amount of corpses that remain 
unidentified and people who are murdered or buried in mass graves in Mexico. These artworks made out 
of segments of dead bodies show on the one hand the socio-political consequences of violence for the 
country, and on the other, how the urge to use the corpse as material accentuates the existence of so many 
bodies in Mexico’s daily life, attacking impunity and social indifference. Margolles was one of the 
collective’s founders, but she also worked with the forensic institution performing autopsies since 1993, 
when she got a degree on forensic medicine.  
Her connection with the forensic laboratories made possible the acquisition of the human 
remains used in SEMEFO’s artworks. Even though Margolles was instructed as a forensic practitioner, 
critics like Maria Campiglia consider that her methods of acquiring the material for her works can be 
                                                        
8 Maria Campiglia “Teresa Margolles: Reiterar la violencia” Barcelona Research, Art, Creation 2 no. 1 (2014): 106, 
accessed February 27, 2015,  http://www.hipatiapress.com/hpjournals/index.php/brac/article/view/908/796 
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questioned legally and ethically. In the case of some of the remains, especially when the artist makes use of 
blood and other biological substances, the material is taken directly from crime scenes or smuggled out of 
the morgue.9 If the blood comes from a crime scene everything related to the murder turns into evidence 
for investigation, and its use is restricted to the police and detectives in charge of the case. However, 
because she arrives after the authorities have collected all necessary evidence and picks ‘the leftovers’ of 
the scene, she has never been prosecuted for interfering with a murder investigation or stealing material 
from it.10 In other cases, she asks the family of the victims to give her parts of the corpses for something 
in return. This is what happened in Entierro (Burial) 1999. The artist placed the corpse of a stillborn baby, 
which she got from the mother, in the center of a cement block. In order to convince the mother to give 
her the fetus, Margolles assured her that the piece would be a portable grave, and the mother accepted 
because she did not have the resources to properly bury her child.  
In Lengua (Tongue) 2000, Margolles exhibited the pierced tongue of a young man who was 
murdered in a street fight [Fig.7]. The organ was obtained after the artist offered the mother to pay for her 
son’s burial. Margolles explains how she made this transaction: “the mother, of course, was indignant, 
something completely normal. My job was to convince her that her son’s body would speak of the 
thousands of anonymous deaths that people don’t take into account. Finally, she gave it to me [the 
tongue] and we took it to Bellas Artes, which is where famous people in Mexico have their funerals”.11 
This testimony shows the relation between the provenance of her artistic material and an environment of 
poverty in Mexico. Campiglia believes that, by negotiating the burial of the young man or taking advantage 
of the gaps in the legislation, Margolles reinforces the violence exerted upon vulnerable lives.12 It is true 
that Margolles, in the process or research, negotiation, recollection and preparation of material for her 
artworks, takes benefit of the institutional corruption in Mexico. Nonetheless, by exposing in her artworks 
the informality of the country’s law enforcement organisms and how flexible they can be, she reveals how 
                                                        
9 Rubén Gallo New Tendencies in Mexican Art the 1990’s (United States: Oalgrave MacMillan, 2004): 119. Rubén Gallo 
is Assistant Professor of Latin American literature in the Spanish and Portuguese Languages and Culture 
Department at Princeton University. He is the author of Media and Modernity: Imagining Technology in Post-Revolutionary 
Mexico published in 2005 and Freud’s Mexico: Into the Wilds of Psychoanalysis a book from 2010.  
10 Campiglia, “Teresa Margolles: Reiterar la violencia”, 114.  
11 Original in Spanish: “[…] La madre, por supuesto, reaccionó indignada, algo completamente normal, mi trabajo 
fue convencerla para que el cuerpo de su hijo hable sobre las miles de muertes anónimas que la gente no quiere tener 
en cuenta. Finalmente me la dio y la llevamos a Bellas Artes que es, además, el lugar de los velorios de personajes 
célebres en México” Margolles in Campiglia, “Teresa Margolles”, 118. 
12Campiglia, 121.  
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certain lives are violated, or lived at the margin because of political decisions and power disputes. As 
Cuauhtémoc Medina, curator of Margolles’s exhibition in the Venice Biennale, rightly states, her artworks 
expose the passive attitude of the Mexican police while being actually an accomplice of this system. In this 
sense, Medina adds “[…] her work is less a transgression than an echo of the deteriorated state of the law. 
If her art is a space for tolerance, it is due to the institutional complicity and inefficiency”.13 From the 
negligence of the state and the recovery of the corpses for display in the artistic scene, the artworks set 
forward a debate on the political conditions of individuals in a society, and the protection of life with the 
proliferation of death.  
This relationship between the artworks, seen as reflections of the Mexican state’s political 
characteristics and the socio-political violence suggests that Teresa Margolles confronts the society’s 
attitude towards death and explores the distinctions between a ‘life politically constituted’ and a ‘bare life’ 
–in Agamben’s words- through the presentation of ‘the Corpse’.14 The field of bio-politics has, in this line, 
established a correspondence between politics and the body’s biological life. This means that the body is 
politicized and rendered to the decisions of others, and in the present, also to technologies meant to 
control and/or kill the population.15 Let me explain. In his four-volume work Homo Sacer, the Italian 
philosopher Giorgio Agamben writes on the existence of two types of life in Western political tradition, 
explained through the Roman law figure of the ‘homo sacer’. In Roman antiquity the ‘homo sacer’ was a 
citizen whose rights had been revoked, by doing this, the sovereign was automatically authorizing others 
to kill the ‘homo sacer’ without legal punishment.16 The existence of a legal measure of this nature opens a 
space where the citizens’s rights are vulnerable to the powers of the sovereign, as it happens in 
contemporary democracies when the ‘state of exception’ is declared.17  
                                                        
13 Original in Spanish: “En este sentido su obra es menos una transgresión que un reflejo del estado deteriorado de la 
ley. Si su arte ocupa un espacio de tolerancia, es gracias a la complicidad e ineficiencia institucional” in Cuauhtémoc 
Medina, “Zonas de tolerancia: Teresa Margolles, Semefo y más allá” Revista Parachute no. 104 (October 2001): 31.  
14 I make the distinction between ‘a life politically constituted’ and a ‘bare life’ in Giorgio Agamben’s framework: the 
former is also commonly referred as ‘bios’ and the latter as ‘zoe’. Agamben’s ideas about the conditions and 
characteristics of forms of life in the sovereign state are explained more extensively later in this chapter.   
15 Gabriel Giorgi, Formas comunes: animalidad, cultura, biopolítica (Argentina: Eterna Cadencia, 2014): 18.  
16Anthony Downey explains that term ‘homo sacer’ or ‘sacred man’ do not have any religious connotation in 
Agamben’s definition. The term comes from another meaning of the word ‘sacred’ that is: set apart. Therefore, the 
term highlights the moment of being ‘set apart’ or isolated. Anthony Downey, “Zones of Indistinction: Giorgio 
Agamben’s ‘Bare Life’ and the Politics of Aesthetics” Third Text 23 no.2 (March 2009): 111. Accessed February 8, 
2015, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09528820902840581. 
17 The ‘state of exception’ is essentially, the temporal suspension of the juridical-political order of a state. In the 
modern sovereign state, as Agamben explains, the sovereign is who decides on the ‘state of exception’ which means 
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Agamben’s theory shows that there are politically legal mechanisms to segregate human beings, 
declaring them as outlaws and making them less than those protected by the law. These two different 
forms of life are named ‘bios’ and ‘zoe’, terms that Agamben borrows from ancient Greece where these 
were the two words used to referred to life. He says, in Greek “there was zoe which expressed the simple 
fact of living common to all living beings (animals, humans or gods), and bios, which indicated the form or 
way of living proper to an individual or a group”.18 It is clear that in the Greek distinction and in 
Agamben’s use of the words, ‘bios’ is not privileged over ‘zoe’. However, in Agamben’s argumentation, 
once a subject has been declared as ‘homo sacer’ in the sovereign state, he becomes a ‘bare life’, a ‘zoe’. In 
that context ‘zoe’ is indeed seen as inferior, because it constitutes a lack of civil rights.  
One of the limitations that Thomas Lemke, author of Bio-politics: An Advance Introduction, has 
identified in the work of Agamben is that he solely focused on the actions of the sovereign power, 
disregarding other mechanism that operate outside the law, agents with the authority to segregate 
communities within a society.19 When Margolles displays a tongue and blood picked up from crime scenes 
related to drug riots and organized crime in Mexico, she shows how these corpses are reduced to ‘zoe’, 
but she also highlights that ‘bare life’ is not just a condition declared and exerted by the state or 
government representatives. On the contrary, she stresses Lemke’s critic to Agamben, showing that the 
decision about whose life is worth living is often in the hands of other individuals in the same society, an 
aspect that was also recognized by Judith Butler in her book Precarious Life. Butler identifies a common 
vulnerability shared by all corporeal beings. She also recognizes that the imposition and exercise of 
violence is not necessarily in the sovereign’s hands, but that corporeal vulnerability “becomes highly 
exacerbated under certain social and political conditions, especially those in which violence is a way of life 
and the means to secure self-defense are limited”. 20 In this line of thought, ‘the Corpse’ becomes the 
material presence of ongoing power disputes, presenting on the one hand the flesh, the biological residue 
that characterizes all ‘zoe’, and on the other hand that there is no such thing as ‘the place of the dead’ 
                                                                                                                                                                             
that the sovereign is outside of the law, because he has the power to suspend the validity of the law. Giorgio 
Agamben, Homo Sacer: Soverign Power and Bare Life (California: Stanford University Press, 1998): 17.  
18 Agamben, 9.  
19 Thomas Lemke, Bio-politics: An Advance Introduction (New York: New York University Press, 2010): 60.  
20 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (New York: Verso Books, 2004): 29.  
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because death is everywhere. It exceeds the streets and the morgues, and fills the space of the living even 
to the extent of the art exhibition space.  
If we think, in line with Agamben, that the sovereign state has the power to decide who has a 
‘bios’ life and who remains solely as a ‘zoe’ existence, then such a decision of distribution of rights impacts 
the way in which the corpse is seen, honored, ritualized and remembered. The ‘zoe’, that is the life shared 
by all beings, the life that equates human with animal life, is banished from the death rituals and the ‘zoe’ 
corpse is left to its natural decomposition process. In moving ‘the Corpse’ and the fragments of bodies 
from the streets to the morgue and later to the museum, Margolles reiterates the situation of these corpses 
as unburiable as they remain in the public sphere. Furthermore, they are used as medium and exhibited as 
artistic objects, which entails its complete de-humanization.  
Another aspect ratifying that Margolles shows how these corpses are reduced to ‘zoe’, is the 
anonymity in which the victims remain even after ‘participating’ in the artworks. Margolles has never 
addressed in her pieces the names or the personal stories of the corpses she has worked with. When she 
includes text it is mainly as an explanation of the cause of death, the context in which the death occurred 
or where the corpse was found. The information on how Margolles got access to the bodies is 
disseminated through interviews and conversations with the artist, but it is never present in the exhibition 
of the artworks. The lack of information that could give clues to who the victim is, and its individuality, 
stresses the emphasis on flesh and materiality in her work. She is establishing a distance between the 
remains and a personal biography, which suggests that her works are not linked to the restitutions of the 
rights taken away from these victims. On the contrary, she depersonalizes the corpse, making it plural, 
generalizable, again ‘zoe’.  
This depersonalization of the corpse echoes the question asked in the title of the exhibition in the 
Venice Biennale: “what else could we talk about?” The only possible answer provided by the artist is in 
the information panels accompanying the works. I mentioned before that in the artworks participating in 
the Biennale she added text in the work Narcomensajes (Narcomessages), in which she transcribed messages 
found next to the bodies of the victims, messages left by the aggressor, which suggests the motive for the 
killing, or work as a warning for others who might meet the same end. In Tarjetas para cortar cocaína (Cards 
to cut Cocaine), she provided the context of the death: “person murdered because of links with organized 
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crime”. The same happened in Limpieza (Cleaning), where she provided details about the composition of 
the water used and its provenance: again from a crime scene. The artist reduces the bodies to facts in a 
repetitive forensic practice. The corpse moves from the morgue to the museum and with it, the artist 
adopts a quantifying language used in forensic assessment to refer to the corpse in the exhibition space. 
The body somehow ‘speaks’ its death but at the same time is discussed by the pathologists or technicians 
that examine and make sense of it, and from that analysis the body is cut open. What the viewer of the 
artworks knows of these corpses are precisely these key facts depicted in a forensic examination: what, 
when, how, sometimes why, but never who is or was this person.  
 
The ‘Forensic Gaze’ 
The language that presents the corpse in Teresa Margolles’s artworks is the one that belongs to 
the ‘forensic gaze’. In her study of crime in media and popular culture, Mariana Valverde characterizes the 
‘forensic gaze’ as a way of seeing that focuses on the knowledge of the material world. This way of seeing 
gives special attention to the physical traces left by everyday activities and the causal relationship between 
those events, in sum: a “semiotic approach to the world”.21 This means, that the ‘forensic gaze’ builds a 
narrative based on the observation and reconstruction of connected sings that seem isolated at first 
glance. Gabriel Giorgi also provides what might be a definition of the ‘forensic gaze’. He says that this 
type of ‘look’ condenses a phenomenology of violence: a way of organizing bodies in different 
temporalities and topographies that come to be in the corpse.22 Giorgi’s perspective sees ‘the Corpse’ as 
an agent that speaks, or that provides clues to understand the ways in which violence occurred, clues and 
hints that relate to time and space: time as the past of the ‘person’ the corpse once was (revealed in 
retrospective) but also the biological time of the body, the pace of its decomposition. In spatial terms it 
refers to the physical connection between ‘the Corpse’ and its surroundings. For example: the presence of 
‘the Corpse’ transforms the space into a ‘crime scene’ and as such, the ‘crime scene’ reciprocally 
transforms and speaks of the body.  
Complementarily, Valverde’s description of the ‘forensic gaze’ constitutes a semiotic reading of 
this time-space conjunction, which takes place in ‘the Corpse’. This semiotic approach its certainly related 
                                                        
21 Mariana Valverde, Law and Order: Images, Meanings, Myths (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2006): 85. 
22 Giorgi, 214.  
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to the way in which Margolles works; besides the fact that she is actually trained in forensics, her artworks 
never present the entire human corpse, there is always something missing, which is precisely the unity: the 
wholeness of ‘the Corpse’ is missing. The body, as a group of signs that are read and interpreted by the 
forensic experts, is shown to the audience in a fragmentary way. These signs ask for a reading of the 
‘facts’, facts that involve not just the piece of flesh or the blood print, but also its different temporalities 
and topographies. We could say that the viewer is confronted with a forensic visualization and language of 
the body, and is simultaneously asked to adopt a ‘forensic gaze’ to assemble a narrative based on the 
corporeal signs that Margolles has placed in the museum. But what is this narrative? Let me dive first into 
the strategies used to present/represent ‘the Corpse’ in the artistic space.   
 
1.3 Synecdoche, Accumulation and Oxymoron   
 A synecdoche is a rhetorical figure of speech, categorized as a variation of the metonymy. In the 
synecdoche the part is made to represent the whole or vice versa.23 In contrast, the metonymy refers to 
the substitution of the name of one thing for that of another of which it is an attribute or an adjunct.24 In 
this sense, going back to the case study of Lengua (Tongue), the tongue establishes a synecdoche 
relationship with the corpse of a young man, a corpse that is missing. The tongue is the part that 
represents the whole. Rubén Gallo somehow points at this relationship; he says, “indeed her work 
[Margolles’s] contains everything that one could smuggle out of the morgue - from body parts to bloody 
drums - except for an actual corpse. But though there are no corpses in her work, everything she has done 
seems to point back to the dead body”.25 The body presented is fragmentary, in a segment, the evidence, 
the sign, the tongue, but at the same time this segment implies the absence of the whole, or the entire 
corpse. Hence, the body is presented and simultaneously, the way it is presented implies a representation. 
In presenting a segment, Margolles instigates the audience to search for what is missing, the corpse. 
However, the audience doesn’t have to search too far. Just by reading the newspapers they would get an 
idea of the amount of dead bodies spread throughout Mexico’s contemporary history.  
                                                        
23 Oxford English Dictionaries, s.v. “synecdoche” accessed March 26, 2015.  
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/synecdoche  
24 Ibid.  
25 Gallo, 119. 
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The media and especially the newspapers have a place of importance in Margolles’s artworks as 
first and main source to identify and recollect material, but also because the papers are a daily reminder of 
the continuation of the war on drugs and the consequent killing of victims. The newspapers register the 
violence and attempts to make this visible, to communicate it to the society. However, the dramatic 
numbers of dead people take over becoming the ‘only’ information available. In an interview, Margolles 
asks, “How did a crime blotter become the very organizing principle of the news and a way of 
understanding what’s happening in our country?”26 And she adds, “It’s the neuralgic nerve center that we 
use to assess the nation - the daily national tragedy: bound, gagged, and shrouded cadavers, ditches as 
common graves, the decapitated”. 27  This massive number of bodies registered in the media, the 
accumulation of corpses and the mass graves are the wholeness of the synecdoche that the tongue 
represents. Beyond pointing to the corpse of the dead young man, the tongue as well as the body parts 
and body remains that Margolles exhibits, stands for those bodies in Mexican violent history registered in 
the media.  
The version of the facts presented in the newspapers constitutes an underlying narrative in 
Margolles’s works as she incorporates in them information taken directly from these sources. One year 
before the Venice Biennale, in 2008, she presented the exhibition Operativo (Operative) in the Y Gallery, in 
New York City. The artist included quotations from newspaper articles and television reports that 
denounced the homicides of hundreds of people or, as Rebecca Scott explains, the “shocking arithmetic 
around Mexican death: body counts, drug murders, and the gun trade between the United States and 
Mexico”. 28 Margolles pasted on the gallery’s windows excerpts from the newspapers. In white letters one 
of them reads: “there are four days to go before May ends and the number of intentional murders is the 
highest in decades. There have been 106 murders in Sinaloa. (...) Most of the cases have occurred in the 
State capital and have been the result of shootings”. “El Debate” newspaper (Culiaca ́n, Sinaloa – Mexico), 
28 May, 2008”.29 The viewers could see from the outside another text placed on the inner wall of the 
gallery, with darker letters and in a bigger size. This text works as a title or heading for the excerpts in 
                                                        
26 Margolles, “Conversation between…”, 85. 
27 Ibid.  
28 Rebeca Scott Bray “Teresa Margolles’s Crime Scene Aesthetics” The South Atlantic Quarterly 110 no. 4 (2011): 942. 
Accessed March 31, 2015. DOI: 10.1215/OO382876-1382330 
29  Blanca de la Torre “Teresa Margolles RAID” Arte al Día 21 May 2010, accessed: 31 March 2015. 
http://www.artealdia.com/International/Contents/Artists/Teresa_Margolles 
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white letters [Fig. 8] and reads: “for those who don’t believe it, sons of bitches”. 30  The text is a 
narcomessage left besides a corpse that appeared in Culiacan, Sinaloa.  
The re-placement of the message from the corpse, first to the newspaper and later to the gallery 
space implies a shift in meaning and of audience. When the text was placed next to the corpse, the note 
worked as a sign of warning and proof of the presence and the power of cartels around the country, a 
message to the authorities and a skeptic population. When it was printed in the media it got national and 
international resonance. The same thing happens once it gets into a gallery and it is placed next to the 
victim’s remains, thus, establishing direct contact with an international audience, but also with a Latin 
American public living in New York.31 How is the message in the gallery different from the printed 
newspaper? And why if the massive number of deaths is registered in the media, Margolles brings them 
back for public scrutiny?  
 According to Ruben Gallo, the Mexican population is exposed to the constant report of corpses 
routinely mutilated, transported around the country, left for days in the morgues, unburied or planted as 
evidence.32 For him, what Margolles’s artworks demonstrate is a generalized violence that has torn Mexico 
apart in the last decades. 33  Unfortunately, this saturation of data and violent images as well as the 
consequent public indifference is not an exclusive characteristic of the Mexican media readers. Not going 
too far away, in Colombia, where the deaths related to drug production and traffic are as alarming as in 
Mexico, José Roca also identifies the desire to unveil a ‘visual tolerance’ in the public.34 This public that 
has developed a certain immunity in the recurrent exposure to death and violence photography from 
reading about the corpses count ‘normalizes’ the violence and generalizes the victims. This means that, 
paradoxically, in seeing and overseeing these images the viewer ends up unseeing them. These media 
records that according to Margolles, “measure the daily national tragedy” and become unseen by the 
readers of the newspapers, are now brought back again to the public space by the artist. Margolles 
                                                        
30 Original in Spanish: “Para quienes no la creen hijos de puta”. See: Scott Bray, “Teresa Margolles’s Crime”, 942.  
31 The Y Gallery it’s located in the area of Jackson Heights in the district of Queens, where there is a strong Latin 
American population. The idea according to Blanca de la Torre was to create a link between this community and the 
United State to infuse consciousness into the American society about the mortal impact of the production and 
distribution of drugs in Mexico, drugs that are transported and consumed in America. See: Blanca de la Torre 
“Teresa Margolles RAID”.  
32 Gallo, 125. 
33 Ibid, 126.  
34 Roca, “Ausencia/Evidencia…”, 2003. 
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becomes an editor of newspaper clippings, showing in their ‘accumulation’ that there is a repetitive 
narrative that should not be ignored because of its repetitiveness, but noticed for this very same reason. 
‘Accumulation’ is a figure of speech that refers to a situation in which one or more clauses are 
used in succession within a speech, saying essentially the same thing. The accumulation allows to present 
arguments already stated but in a forceful manner.35 I interpret the constant repetition in the use of certain 
techniques and media, and the continuous dialogue established with the press in Margolles’s artistic 
production as an accumulation. Some critics like Ruben Gallo have actually stated that her works could be 
called “variations on a corpse”, as an accumulation to emphasize and give new life to the dead reports on 
violence. 36  She provides the audience with a constellation of signs: photographs, pieces of corpses, 
newspaper clippings and narcomessages to dissolve the boundaries between that which ‘belongs’ to the 
morgue and to the public scene (the art gallery), proposing a reading that revises the ‘facts’ to link them 
later in a narrative of the crimes and of the corpses.  
 The title of the exhibition “For those who don’t believe it, sons of bitches” confirms this 
argumentation. Even if the original message had another purpose, once it is placed as both the title of an 
exhibition that displays ‘the Corpse’ and as a heading of gathered newspapers clippings reporting the 
number of deaths in the northern state of Sinaloa in Mexico, it confronts a skeptic public. A public that 
does not ‘believe’ what is happening or just ignores it. Margolles presents the ‘evidence’, the proof of what 
is being told, to those people who just pass the newspaper pages every morning.  However, she eradicates 
the distance and brings the flesh forward to speak for itself, to make the audience finally pay attention.  
 
Vaporización, Aire and En el aire 
 There are three artworks that eliminate this distance in a radical way, they get so close to the 
audience that they become one with it and in none of them the corpse is directly visible, it is present but not 
visible. In Vaporización (Vaporization), 2002, the audience enters a room filled with fog. The fog that has 
been diffused in the exhibition space and makes the audience feel like they have just gone into a sauna, 
was used to wash the bodies of murdered victims in the morgue after their autopsies. The vapor spreads 
                                                        
35 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “accumulation” accessed March 26, 2015. 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/accumulation 
36 Gallo, 119.  
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faster, covering the atmosphere, and making it unavoidable for the attendants not to be in contact with it, 
touching it and inhaling it [Fig. 9]. Vaporización confronts the distance between the bodies of the dead and 
the living. The droplets of condensed water fall on the attendants’ faces, soak their skin and their clothing, 
they breathe it in; an experience that triggers disturbing and shocking feelings because their bodies 
become ‘holders’ of the corpses. The same principle runs in the 2003 artwork Aire (Air). In this case, air 
humidifiers diffused the water. As the attendants cross the room, they are placed in the position of 
unescapably breathing the water with which the dead were washed.  
The same water was used to create bubbles for the installation En el aire (In the Air), 2003 [Fig.10]. In 
this case the water was put into two bubble machines, which created bubbles that fell slowly on the heads 
of the attendants who were unaware of the provenance or composition of the bubbles until they 
encountered the accompanying text to the piece: “Bubbles made from water from the morgue that was 
used to wash corpses before autopsy”.37 Apart from challenging the distance between ‘the Corpse’ and the 
living, these artworks also confront the nature of the materials used, the assumed ‘purity’ and ‘purifying’ 
properties of water against the supposedly ‘pollution’ that comes with the decomposition process of 
organic bodies.  
‘The Corpse’ is invisible in these artworks but still present. By preparing a mixture of water and body 
fluids, and diffusing it around, Margolles multiplies the presence of the victims who are absent, the 
forgotten corpses, and somehow gives them new life. What happens to the bodies of the living when they 
inhale ‘the remains of the dead’? Is there a new body occurring from the mix of both? I argue that the 
synecdoche expands, alluding not just to the wholeness of all the dead but also to the living and their own 
corporeal vulnerability. With these artworks more than in any other, Margolles shows how corpses are 
everywhere, exceeding their assigned places. Moreover, if the audience normalizes the violence present in the 
news by looking away and getting numb, the artist makes sure that the viewer participates in the 
remembrance of the dead and shares the same body.   
To bring closer substances coming from the corpse and the audience, the artworks play with the 
materiality of the elements involved. Water is a natural fluid that is usually seen as a sign of life with 
productive and nourishing characteristics; ‘the Corpse’ on the contrary, is seen as decomposing matter and 
                                                        
37 Anthony Downey “127 Cuerpos: Teresa Margolles and the Aesthetics of Commemoration” in Understanding Art 
Objects: Thinking Through the Eye Ed. Tony Godfrey (Farnham: Lund Humphries, 2009): 108.  
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as sign of death. However, they are not opposing each other in the artworks, water turns into the vehicle 
of death or of an afterlife lived through the merging of bodies. It recalls the Catholic sacrament of 
baptism where the water purifies the sin of the believers and symbolically buries them with the Lord when 
they are submerged into the baptismal font. The Catholics are baptized into Jesus Christ’s death on the 
cross but they are also placed in the likeness of his resurrection.38 However, the sacrament of the baptism 
is about the hope and faith of afterlife, the surrender of the sinner’s body, while in these artworks what 
Margolles emphasizes is the shared caducity of all bodies and the taboos that are responsible for the fear 
and respect for inspired by corpses.  
The use of bubbles in En el aire also plays with the way in which the natural elements have been 
perceived in the history of art. In vanitas paintings of the seventeen-century, soap bubbles usually allude 
to the transcendence of life and the passage of time. Pascal Beausse in his essay “Teresa Margolles: 
Primorial Substances” quotes Peter Sloterdijke’s ideas in which bubbles are used to describe the living 
spaces of the human being, the self is a bubble.39 Another interpretation for the use of bubbles in En el 
aire is the one proposed by Anthony Downey. According to him the bubbles resemble those of vanitas 
paintings and work, to a certain extent, as a ‘memento mori’ but they are also fill the space with 
enchantment and playfulness as possible remainders of “childhood pursuits”. 40  In my opinion the 
juxtaposition between life and death presented in these interpretations of the use of bubbles in art shows 
how blurry are the boundaries between what and how life and death are materially and visually 
represented, contesting dualist (opposing) relationships between matter.  
In Vaporización, Aire and En el aire, the artist also juxtaposes ‘the Corpse’s’ form with the ephemeral 
form given to water as vapor and bubbles. This presents another ‘contradiction’ or, in terms of figures of 
speech, an oxymoron in which ‘the Corpse’ is present but invisible and physically ‘de-materialized’. In an 
oxymoron apparently contradictory terms are placed in conjunction, this juxtaposition of opposing 
                                                        
38 “Know ye not, that so many of us were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into his death? Therefore, we are 
buried with him by baptism into death: that like as Christ raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even 
so we also should walk in newness of life. For if we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we 
shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection. Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body 
of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin” 6 Romans: 3-6 (King James)  
39 Pascal Beausse “Teresa Margolles: Primordial Substances” Flash Art no. 38 (July-September 2005): 109. Accessed 
June 20, 2015. http://readingroom.concordia.ca/pdf/primordialsubstances.pdf  
40 Downey, “127 Cuerpos”, 108.  
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elements reveals a paradox. 41 I proposed that the combination of opposites in the aforementioned works 
is an oxymoron that exposes how established dualisms prevent from thinking about in-between positions. 
Or to think about how death cohabits the same spaces as the living and how the living is, in its mortal 
condition, not different from the dead.42 The paradox behind the oxymoron is related to the attitude of 
the viewer when encountering and feeling how ‘the Corpse’ penetrates the boundaries of their own 
material existence. The taboo of keeping ‘the Corpse’ out of sight and untouched is transgressed in the 
artworks exposing on the one hand that ‘the Corpse’ is not different to other matter, and on the other that 
men deliberately repel ‘the Corpse’ because it remains the incapable faith of all human beings: death.  
I find it appropriate to mention that the most common oxymoron construction is the link between an 
adjective and a noun. A relevant example in this context is the phrase ‘living dead’ and others that can be 
formulated from these artworks like ‘invisible corpse’ or ‘animate matter’; convenient contradictions that 
make evident the multiple presence and forms of existence of Margolles’s corpses. In the next chapter I 
will explore one of these oxymorons, the ‘living dead’, or as I have named it, ‘the Specter’, as a tool to 
understand the way in which images are integrated in the artworks of Oscar Muñoz.  
 
Final Remarks  
Teresa Margolles’s artworks address a constant and increasing state of violence in Mexico through the 
use of dead body parts as an artistic medium and by placing them in the museum and the art gallery. In 
this chapter I attempted to show how this transgression, the placement of traces of ‘the Corpse’ in the 
public sphere, ‘disrupts’ an order in which the remains of the dead are buried and kept out of sight. 
Nonetheless, because Margolles reflects on the conditions by which Mexican citizens are brutally killed, 
unburied and abandoned in the streets or in the morgue, she reinforces the state of ‘abandonment’ of 
these bodies by exposing them to the public gaze as objects that are meant to be looked at. This exposure 
motivated a reading of the artworks through a bio-political approach. An artwork like Lengua shows how 
what was considered as the ‘natural’ cycle of man’s life: birth, growing up, reproducing and dying, is 
challenged and disrupted by the decisions of others over our own body.  
                                                        
41 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “oxymoron” accessed March 26, 2015.  
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/oxymoron 
42 Margolles, “Conversations between…”, 93.  
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By forbidding the body to be buried, extending for some time the life of those remains, placing them 
as art objects in the exhibition and keeping them in anonymity, the artist ‘denudes’ the corpse. This 
‘denuding’ could be read in several ways, I exposed some of them: Agamben’s distinction between a life 
with rights (bios) and a bare life (zoe), Butler’s shared vulnerability and ‘precarious life’ and in a similar 
way, the ‘forensic gaze’ that quantifies the body and explains it through its material relation with the 
world. This means, that the existence of the being is subjugated to sociopolitical and economic interests 
that exercise their power by controlling, manipulating, and destroying the ‘enemy’s’ body.  
These angles in Margolles’s artworks tell about the lack of autonomy of the being over its own 
corporality, the ephemeral condition of our body as matter that decomposes and its relation with other 
matter. Because the body is presented as fragmentary and materially assimilated with other substances, I 
found useful to explain the representational moves in the artworks through figures of speech. Synecdoche, 
accumulation and oxymoron allow thinking the extent to which the segments and fluids of dead bodies 
presented, address to other corpses in Mexico’s history of violence, reiterate and dialogue with the 
information printed in the newspapers and confronts the indifference of the community.  
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2. ‘The Specter’  
This chapter focuses on ‘specters’ and their manifestation in the artworks of Oscar Muñoz. I propose 
that three artworks of Muñoz Aliento (Breath) 1995, Lacrimarios (Tears Containers) 2000-2001 and Proyecto 
para un memorial (Project for a Memorial) 2005 are platforms where specters of Colombia’s violent history 
speak and manifest to the living. These artworks were chosen because they share composition 
characteristics. In all of them the artist starts with photographic portraits taken from newspaper obituaries 
and transforms them into ‘spectral portraits’: alive, capable to decompose and vanish, as will become clear. 
However, once vanished the portraits can, sometimes, come back just to disappear again. This particular 
form of existing that oscillates between the visible and the invisible, the presence and the absence is 
central in Muñoz’s artistic production and shows his interests in addressing the stability and instability of 
representation as well as the composition, appearance and perception of images. Three main themes 
enclose the relation between Muñoz’s work and ‘the Specter’ as well as the argumentation of this chapter, 
these are: ‘fleeting’ photos, the archive and the use of mirrors.  
 
The motivation to propose ‘the Specter’ as an analytical tool to understand these processes is based 
on two reasons. On the one hand, Muñoz’s proposes in his work the coexistence of dichotomies, where 
images are visible/invisible, solid/hollow, and corporeal but dissoluble, present but absent. In ‘the 
Specter’, the same oppositions meet without contradiction, providing a further insight into the exploration 
of image perception, the representation of reality, and the Colombian context. On the other hand, ‘the 
Specter’ and other related concepts like ‘spectral’, ‘ghost’, ‘phantom’ and ‘haunted’ have been often used 
in the literature written about Muñoz’s artworks. After identifying that the notion of ‘specter’ and the 
‘spectral’ is common language amongst curators of exhibitions, to describe his artworks and what happens 
in them, I consider necessary to relate these primary sources with a bigger scope of theory in the Cultural 
Studies field that has already theorized about the concept of ‘the Specter’.43 
                                                        
43 María del Pilar Blanco and Esther Peeren have edited the anthology of critical essays The Spectralities Reader: Ghosts 
and Haunting in Contemporary Cultural Theory (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013). They state in the 
“Introduction” that “certain features of ghosts and haunting such as their liminal position between visibility and 
invisibility, life and death, materiality and immateriality, and their association with powerful affects like fear and 
obsession- quickly came to be employed across the humanities and social sciences to theorize a variety of social, 
ethical, and political questions”: 2. With this in mind, the proposed ‘spectral turn’, it’s a logic in which haunting and 
ghosts manifests as figure of multiplicity that has turn from being alive to living-dead, and as haunting force, turning 
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This chapter is divided in four sections. The first one briefly introduces the work of Oscar Muñoz 
and provides a description of the three artworks that are central in this chapter, Aliento, Lacrimarios and 
Proyecto para un memorial. The second section, “Specters and Fleeting Photos”, provides a theoretical 
framework to establish a definition of ‘the Specter’ and ‘haunting’ in dialogue with some of the texts that 
have descriptively attributed certain ‘spectral’ characteristics to Muñoz’s artworks. This discussion starts 
with Jacques Derrida’s discourse of ‘spectrographies’, which locates ghosts and haunting in relation to the 
technical development of photography, among other technological advancements. Derrida finds it 
especially useful to talk about ‘specters’ because, according to him, they propose “a deconstructive logic” 
that undoes established binary modes of thinking.44 The decision to devote some words to Derrida is also 
based on the attention he pays to Roland Barthes’s text Camera Lucida, and in which he reads a ‘haunted’ 
superimposition between past and reality captured in the photograph.  
In the third section, by highlighting the importance of archives of old photos as source for Muñoz’s 
artworks, I want to show how the proposed definition of ‘the Specter’ also has a socio-political dimension 
that ties again a context of violence (in this case Colombian) with the use of images and representational 
tools of the selected artworks. Avery F. Gordon presents in her book Ghostly Matters a way to read specters 
as social figures that interfere with the lives of the living and that can lead to a site where history and 
subjectivity construct social life.45 With this in mind, section two and three define ‘the Specter’ and map its 
presence in the work of Oscar Muñoz.  
The fourth section “Water, Mirrors and Reflections” focuses on the media used in Muñoz’s artworks 
to invoke ‘specters’. The constant use of water and vapor along with the integration of reflecting surfaces, 
like mirrors and glass, in the selected artworks set a close relation and interaction between artwork and 
viewer, and additionally, between the referent of the photograph deluded and/or reflected and the viewer. 
This section also deals with the gaze and the ways in which the observer builds its identity and subjectivity 
in relation to its own reflection in the mirror and through the encounter with the gaze of the other. 
                                                                                                                                                                             
into and returning in different ways not easy to demarcate. The ‘spectral turn’ is not exclusive of any discipline but a 
way of looking, and framing phenomena that might act underneath the other ‘order’ of the world.  
44 Jacques Derrida and Bernard Stiegler. Echographies of Television Trans. Jennifer Bajorek. (London: Polity Press, 2002): 
117.  
45 Avery F. Gordon. Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Minnesota: University of Minnesota, 
2001): 8.  
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Finally, this last section contemplates the use of mirrors as a tool through which the artworks contemplate 
their own process of creation.  
 
2.1 The Artist and the Artworks 
Oscar Muñoz is known for using self-portraits, photos of the dead and victims of Colombia’s 
violence as main source for his artworks. He experiments with these images by printing, drawing or 
reflecting them in charcoal powder and sugar, and with unstable materials like water, in order to create 
artworks that are vulnerable to time and atmospheric variations. Through these changeable media, the 
artworks allow the visualization of processes of physical decay and matter decomposition that usually go 
unnoticed to the eye. By doing so, they also reflect on the paradoxical production of photography and the 
nature of commemoration. This is in the desire to capture with a camera a fleeting moment that dies with 
its physical concretion: once the photo is taken. Furthermore, the provenance of the photos and the 
socio-political context of violence they refer to, emphasize the responsibility undertaken by the artworks 
to open a space for the dead victims to embody a new presence.  
Apart from giving a prominent space in his artistic production to victims of violence and the 
dead, it has been said by scholars and curators that Oscar Muñoz has focused part of his work on bringing 
forward the presence of those individuals that have been forcibly disappeared in Colombia.46 He does not 
expose the materiality of the bodies; he gives them a new physical constitution that grants them an 
ephemeral existence, enough to make the disappeared and the dead present for a couple of seconds before 
they vanish again. While in Teresa Margolles’s artworks the dead are actually involved through the display 
of pieces and traces of the biological remains of the body, in Muñoz’s works, the dead are present but 
materially ambivalent: they are tangible but not palpable, visible and invisible, concrete and soluble.  
Aliento (Breath), 1995, is an artwork that consists of twelve metallic discs on which the artist printed 
the portraits of seven dead people. The photographs were deliberately chosen from an archive of obituary 
                                                        
46 The terms ‘desaparición’ (disappearance) and ‘desaparecidos’ (disappeared) refer in the Latin American political 
context, to a widespread form of repression, where the police, military and other state financed groups conducted 
illegal abductions. These practices include the detention of the victims in secret centers, torture, usually death, 
improper burial and denial by the authorities responsible. The term was used for the first time in Guatemala in 1966 
and later during the military regimes of Chile and Argentina. In Colombia the disappearances started during the 
1970’s and 1980’s and it is an ongoing practice in the country, primarily executed by the guerrillas, paramilitary 
groups, drug cartels and the organized crime. Gordon, 72.  
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photographs published in Colombian newspapers, which the artist himself collected for years. Hung in a 
horizontal line, the discs work as mirrors on the wall that invite to interact, because at first sight the 
printed photographs are not visible [Fig.11]. The visitors approach inquisitively, seeking to make sense of 
the artwork. The discs that have been used as canvas and on which the photo-serigraphies were 
transferred, were previously covered with a layer of grease to keep the photographs hidden. The secret 
face of those others, frozen in time after their death and whose sole existence is invoked through a static 
photo, appears for an instant in front of the spectators after they are asked to exhale directly on the mirror 
[Fig.12]. The viewer’s breathe, its warm mist, hits the mirror, conjures up the portrait, and gives new 
presence to the deceased; he shares his life by exhaling, and for a few seconds, his breath becomes the 
remainder of another person’s death.  
In the artwork Lacrimarios (Tears Containers), 2000-2001, Oscar Muñoz used silkscreen mesh to print 
with charcoal powder on water the portrait photo of an art student murdered by the Colombian 
paramilitaries in Chocó, in the Pacific Coast. Her body was cut open in order to avoid flotation after being 
thrown in a river. The water holding the dusty portrait of the student is contained in a sealed glass cube 
that has been illuminated from below. Thus, the stages of the portrait’s disappearance are reflected on a 
wall where the cube hangs [Fig.13 &14]. While the water condenses on the top glass, it forms droplets that 
leak on the four interior faces of the cube, drawing patterns that step in between the vanishing charcoal 
portrait and the viewer. ‘Lacrimar’ means to shed tears and a ‘lacrimarium’ is a tear container; with this in 
mind, the artwork works as a vessel for commemoration, as holder and producer of tears instigating a 
collective mourning for the victim. Simultaneously, the fragility of the print reflects on the vulnerability of 
the human life and the decomposition process that both body and memory suffer as times goes by.  
In the 2005 artwork Proyecto para un memorial (Project for a Memorial) water is again used as 
medium to retrieve an old photo. The piece is a video installation with five screens that show five 
synchronized videos. The videos record the hand of the artist drawing with water on a tombstone placed 
under the Colombian sun [Fig.15]; he is copying, like in Aliento, photographs from the Colombian 
newspaper obituaries. Each screen shows a different moment in the evaporation process of the water 
portrait. Once each of the portraits is near completion, it begins to disappear as the sun heats the stone. 
According to Muñoz “while one hand sketches a portrait, the other images are inexorably fading as the 
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water evaporates”.47 This process repeats incessantly. The hand of the artist poses resistance to time; it 
draws again and again the almost forgotten photograph of a dead person and still, even if he tries to paint 
it in stone, oblivion always wins the game. These three artworks emphasize the role of absence and 
presence, concretion and dissolution in the process of remembering, commemoration and of dis-
remembering or forgetting.  
 
2.2 Specters and ‘Fleeting’ Photos 
The word ‘specter’ from the Latin spectrum is synonym of the noun ‘ghost’. Both ‘specter’ and ‘ghost’ 
are apparitions of dead people, which are believed to appear or become manifest to the living, “typically as 
a nebulous image”.48 This means that specters and ghosts are linked to the return of a specific individual 
into society, adopting a different form when showing up to the living; an ambiguous look to those that see 
it. This definition also suggests that the specter/ghost presents itself cloudlike, in mist, like a vapor or 
smoke in the air.  
However, there are some differences between ‘ghost’ and ‘specter’. While ‘ghost’ remains tidily linked 
to a person’s returning spirit or soul, the ‘specter’ is used in a more general sense, to denote a disturbing 
image or prospect. A second meaning is attributed to the word in terms of effect: “something widely 
feared as a possible unpleasant or dangerous occurrences”.49 Thus, ‘the Specter’ moves through different 
temporalities, it is a presence of the past acting in the present (as the ‘ghost’), but it is also a 
superimposition of present and future: it feels like a premonition or the anticipation of an unpleasant 
event happening in the near future. Considering the origin of the word in Latin, spectrum, ‘the Specter’ is, 
as mentioned already, an “image, appearance, form, vision”50, but it is also related to the meaning of the 
equivalent term specere, “to look, regard”51. ‘The Specter’ involves the look, the look of the living that 
                                                        
47 Oscar Muñoz, “Project for a Memorial: Video installation” Francois Bucher, Óscar Muñoz, Miguel Ángel Rojas (UBS, 
Enfoques Galería Alcuadrado: Art Nova n.16 Art Basel, 2005): 40.  
48 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “ghost” accessed April 26, 2015. 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/es/definicion/ingles/ghost 
49 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “specter” accessed April 26, 2015. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/186082?redirectedFrom=specter#eid21673167 
50 Latdict Latin Dictionary & Grammar Resources (1892) s.v. “Spectrum, spectri” accessed April 26, 2015. http://latin-
dictionary.net/search/latin/spectrum 
51 Ibid, s.v. “Specio, specere, spexi” accessed April 26, 2015. http://latin-dictionary.net/search/latin/specio 
 28 
identifies the presence of the specter but also, the look of the specter and the encounter of both subjects 
looking at each other.  
As seen from the definitions provided, ‘the Specter’ is a site of ambivalences, a place where form and 
fog, past and present, present and future, image and shadow, visibility and invisibility converge. It is 
precisely because of its ambivalence in terms of form that ‘the Specter’ can be ambivalent in time. ‘The 
Specter’ does not die, it is already corporally dead, and hence, it does not depend on a clear, defined and 
static physical form. This indicates that ‘the Specter’s’ life is not linear but fluctuating in time. Moreover, 
‘the Specter’ is usually invisible as a hidden (underneath) reality, and makes itself visible in the present only 
to be seen by the other, communicating through its manifestation. The mere act of its appearance triggers 
a connection between realities and times that incites a search, a dialogue between the present and past, or 
action in the present to appease a possible disturbing encounter. Jacques Derrida clearly expresses ‘the 
Specter’s’ conditions of being: “the specter is first and foremost something visible, it is of the visible but 
of the invisible visible, it is the visibility of a body which is not present in flesh and blood”.52 This 
statement departs from the condition of living as having a body. In this line, it can be said that ‘the 
Specter’ is, if we think in terms of ‘the Corpse’, an oxymoron in itself: the return of the dead or the ‘living 
dead’. Beyond the corporeal limits of the body, but still preserving a recognizable appearance, ‘the Specter’ 
works as a bridge to a referent that has already disappeared. This is exactly what happens when a 
photograph is taken, the image takes the place of the referent. Moreover, both the photograph and ‘the 
Specter’ have the capacity to reproduce even in the absence of the referent, showing how any photo is 
already a ‘living dead’.  
The eagerness to associate specters and ghosts with photography is based on this distance between 
the referent and its image. Derrida already mentioned the importance of Roland Barthes’s reflections on 
photography as a medium where the dead and the referent meet, and as an experience that incites in the 
viewer the desire to touch.53 Roland Barthes -influenced by a structuralist’s approach- proposed in his 
book Camera Lucida to understand the process of making photographs through the relationship between 
the photographed, the photo and the viewer. In a way, his division works as a reconstruction of the 
                                                        
52 Derrida and Bernard Stiegler, 115. 
53 Ibid.  
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linguistic sign, in which a signified and a signifier form the photo. The former is the photographed subject 
constituted of flesh and blood; the latter is the image, the visualization of that subject.  
As a sign, the photo is also looked at, read, and interpreted by a receptor. Barthes named each of 
these elements. The photographer he called ‘the Operator’; the viewer that glances through a collection of 
photos, ‘the Spectator’; and the referent, and the photographed subject or object, he called the ‘Spectrum’ 
of the photograph.54 This last category and the term chosen for it, ‘spectrum’, is most relevant in this 
context. Barthes says, “the person or thing photographed is the target, the referent, a kind of little 
simulacrum, any eidolon emitted by the object, which I should like to call the Spectrum of the photograph, 
because this word retains, through its root, a relation to ‘spectacle’ and adds to it that rather terrible thing 
which is there in every photograph: the return of the dead”.55 The Greek word eidolon ‘ειδωλον’, means 
image, idol, double, ghost and apparition.56 In ancient Greek literature, the eidolon was also a spirit-image 
of a living-dead person returning from the Hades. Barthes associates the eidolon with the simulacrum (the 
imitation/repetition of reality) and develops this linguistic relation to end in ‘spectrum’ because the term 
combines on the one hand, the act of the viewer looking at the photograph, of involving the gaze of a 
third party or what Barthes calls the ‘spectacle’; and on the other hand, the idea of the photographed 
subject as living-dead, an image tied to the referent, alive in this relation but physically dead.  
Barthes clearly shows that in the photograph, like in ‘the Specter’, past and present are superimposed: 
the photographed subject, as referent, is dead like the being that the specter used to be and both are now 
‘alive’ in the present, as an image. Thus, the photograph is an emanation of the referent, it is the material 
evidence of the existence of a real being, a corporeal being that once the photograph was taken became an 
empty referent, a void presence existing in the present as an image that ‘touches’ the viewer. When 
Barthes mentions the element of the ‘spectacle’ in the photograph, he discusses the photograph’s capacity 
of arousing feelings in the viewer. A great deal of the book focuses on explaining how the viewer 
‘animates’ the photograph when looking at it; the observer is driven by the ‘punctum’, which is what 
                                                        
54 Roland Barthes. Camera Lucida: Reflections of Photography (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981): 9 
55 Ibid.  
56 Collins English Dictionary - Complete & Unabridged (10th Edition) s.v. “eidolon” accessed April 26, 2015. 
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/eidolon 
 30 
attracts or distresses him.57 The ‘punctum’ is exposed in contrast to the ‘studium’, the ‘studium’ relates to 
the context and the motive of the photograph. The ‘studium’ creates an informative interest in the viewer; 
it communicates a cultural subject. It utters for example, family life, landscape or attributes of the 
photographed subject. In contrast, the ‘punctum’ is an emotive reaction produced when facing the 
photograph; for Barthes, the ‘punctum’ is a ‘wound’ or the personal attachment of the spectator to the 
photograph. In the ‘studium’, the spectacle of the photo is seen solely as a source of interest but it does 
not ‘prick’ the viewer; that is exactly what the ‘punctum’ is.  
Throughout Camera Lucida the author provides characteristics of ‘punctum’. He says, “Very often the 
punctum is the ‘detail’, i.e., a partial object. Hence, to give examples of the punctum is, in a certain fashion, to 
give myself up”.58 He adds, “The punctum has more or less potentially, a power of expansion. This power is 
often metonymic […] while remaining a ‘detail’, it [the ‘punctum’] fills the whole picture”.59 In this effort 
of characterizing the ‘punctum’, Barthes’ reconsiders the legibility of the photographic image; the 
identification of what is seen, is condensed in the ‘studium’, but this ‘reading’ of the image is challenged 
by the apparition of something else, the ‘punctum’ or the wound, variable for each observer. I perceive 
that the ‘punctum’ is tied on the one hand, to memory and/or the remembrance of something lost, and 
on the other hand, to the symptom of a disturbance created by the possibility of the return of the dead, by 
the presence of an other that comes back in a slightly different form.  
In a way, Barthes points to this association when conceiving the photo as blocking memory.60 Not 
precisely as the recipient of a memory because the photo is actually the opposite, it is the petrified 
moment; it is an unmodified pose while memories mutate over time. The moment the photo is created, 
the viewer is allowed to forget. The memory is filled with meaning that changes in time and space, while 
                                                        
57 Latin: Punctum, puncti (noun): tiny amount, pinprick, small hole/puncture, point, and sting. Latin Dictionary & 
Grammar Resources, (1982) s.v.  “punctum, puncti” accessed April 26, 2015 http://www.latin-
dictionary.net/definition/32313/punctum-puncti 
Barthes uses the term for the first time in his book: “A Latin word exist to designate this wound, this prick, this 
mark made by a pointed instrument: the word suits me all the better in the it also refers to the notion of punctuation, 
and because the photographs I am speaking of are in effect punctuated, sometimes even speckled with these 
sensitive points; precisely, these marks, these wounds are so many points. This second element, which will disturb the 
studium, I shall therefore call punctum; for punctum is also: sting, speck, cut, little hole-and also a cast of the dice. A 
photograph’s punctum is the accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me)”: 26-27.  
58 Ibid: 43.  
59 Ibid.  
60 “Only is the photograph never, in essence, a memory (whose grammatical expression would be the perfect tense, 
whereas the tense of the photograph is the aorist), but it actually blocks memory, quickly becomes a counter-
memory”. Barthes, 91.  
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the photo is void of the referent. However, this void is the reminder of oblivion, of an absence, a loss, a 
dead moment, and in some cases, a dead referent. ‘The Specter’ and the photograph are all about looking 
but through the ‘punctum’, the photograph has also the power of touching. Nonetheless, according to 
Derrida, the impossibility of touching ties both photography and spectrality, he writes: “when Barthes 
grants such importance to touch in the photographic experience, it is insofar as the very thing one is 
deprived of, as much in spectrality as in the gaze which looks at images or watches film and television, is 
indeed tactile sensitivity”.61 This desire to touch is summoned by its impossibility, coming back and 
returning, like a haunting to disturb the viewer, intensifying the ‘punctum’ or the will to establish a 
connection, to touch that what has touched us in the first place.  
 
2.3 Archive of the Fallen  
The main argument of this chapter is that the photographs used in three of Oscar Muñoz’s artworks 
are specters. The artist gives them a new material form that challenges the photo’s ‘studium’ and brings 
them closer to the observer. The recovery of archives of photographs has been part of Muñoz’s artistic 
creation, in Aliento, Lacrimarios and Proyecto para un memorial the main source are photographs that the artist 
cut and collected from obituaries printed in Colombian newspapers. During the 1970’s, he also bought old 
photos taken in the city of Cali, photos of pedestrian and public spaces that were never claimed by the 
people that were photographed. These photos are the source for other artworks that focus on the urban 
transformation of Cali into a modern city and the passing of time, as is the case of El Puente (The Bridge), 
2004, where some of the photos that Muñoz got from the street photographers were projected onto the 
waters of the Cali River from the main bridge of the city. The contemporary pedestrian could see the 
photos, changing slightly in the water, having the chance to recognize themselves or their relatives in one 
of the images [Fig.16].  
In very basic terms, an archive is an organized body of documents that results from the collecting 
activity of an institution or a person. The archive is seen usually as a corpus of information that allows the 
                                                        
61 Derrida and Bernard Stiegler, 115.  
 32 
storing, recollection and in some cases, the examination of historical knowledge.62 Interestingly enough, 
Jacques Derrida considers that the structure of the archive is spectral a priori, as it ‘comes to life’ when 
interpreted in the future.63 Creating archives is part of Muñoz’s artistic process, by incorporating the 
archive he built from the set of old photographs of the pedestrians passing by Cali’s city center three 
decades later, he created a narrative of the urban progress, the changes in the public space and the passing 
of time through photography. These are just some of the possible readings. However, what we can call his 
second archive, the one made out of obituary photograph clippings, has a different tone than those 
photos of daily life taken in Cali.  Muñoz leaves the photos contextless in a certain way, as he leaves aside 
the names and the identity of the deceased. By doing so, he actually activates the archive in a different 
way; the viewer can associate and develop his own narrative of this body of images. Even though the artist 
randomly collects these photographs, disregarding the name and the cause of death of those faces in the 
newspapers, the artworks in which these photos are used have been associated in several moments by the 
scholars with the political context of violence in Colombia.  
These scholars have been the same that attributed ‘spectral’ characteristics to the oeuvre of Muñoz. 
For example, curator and art historian Lupe Alvarez, who writes about Muñoz in the framework of the 
exhibition Dissolution and Phantasmagoria organized by the Municipal Museum of Modern Art of Guayaquil, 
Ecuador. She describes Muñoz’s artworks as a space where nothing seems to have a substantial reality and 
“where the image is a mere rhetorical effect, a phantasmagoria”.64 In this statement she locates Muñoz’s 
images already as a visual effect, an artifice, a ‘phantasmagoria’ that is meant to have a rhetorical effect in 
the viewer, to challenge the fixity and stability of the image. When referring to the photographs taken 
from the press she sees them as “silent monuments of the anonymity that dislodges by its mere presence, 
evanescent and fragile, the emblematic side of the commemorative image and the image of social 
outcry”.65 These two statements encompass the main points of discussion around Muñoz’s artworks: that 
he challenges the definition, veracity and materiality of the image in order to disentangle processes of 
                                                        
62 Charles Merewether, “Art and the Archive” The Archive ed. Charles Merewether (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 
2006): 10.  
63 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995): 84.  
64 Original in Spanish: “y la imagen se sabe puro efecto retórico, fantasmagoría”. Lupe Álvarez “Disolvencia y 
Fantasmagoría” Oscar Muñoz: Documentos de la Amnesia (Badajoz, MEIAC. Museo Extremeño e Iberoamericano de 
Arte Contemporáneo, 2009): 161.  
65 Original in Spanish: “monumentos callados al anonimato que descuadran con su simple presencia, evanescente y 
frágil, toda la emblemática que palpita en la imagen conmemorativa y de denuncia social”. Ibid, 167.  
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remembrance and oblivion, as well as the ways in which the violence is presented and represented in the 
socio-political context of Colombia. Alvarez suggests that these photos are somehow ‘protesting’, 
adopting a political stand even if is not from a conventional perspective.  
In a similar way, historian Jaime Humberto Borja Gómez associates the photographs that the artist 
printed in the mirrors of the artwork Aliento with Colombia’s political context of violence.66 He sees the 
act of reclaiming images of the dead as a way of presenting the state of the bodies of the forcibly 
disappeared in Colombia: “The disappeared, made invisible by the force of habits, is embedded in the 
mirror in which we are reflected, and with just our breath are made present. Namely, when it is touched 
by our own body”.67 Borja Gómez assumes that the photographs are from the disappeared and that both 
photograph and referent are frozen in time, existing in the present and inhabiting a ‘no-place’, a parallel 
space to reality (the mirror) that allows the partial existence (visual) of the victims when they get into 
physical contact with the living.  
 In the framework of these interpretations, it is relevant to ask how is this relation between the 
political, the violence and the visual established? How are the ‘phantasmagorias’ that Muñoz created 
speaking about a socio-political context? Especially when Muñoz has said that, in the making of his 
artworks, he was not thinking about creating a work about the disappeared, with the connotation of the 
term in the Colombian context. He was rather exploring the viewer’s attempt to recover something that is 
not there anymore and that has lost its materiality.68 I argue that the artworks should neither be solely 
associated with the violently disappeared in Colombia, nor only with the loss of the referent in the photo, 
but that both are possible through the spectral gaze. When ‘the Specter’ is involved, the image 
communicates a loss that is somehow interpreted by the person that sees the apparition; then by 
associating the artworks of Muñoz with the disappeared, ‘the Specter’ is read and already interpreted as 
their presence/reminder of them.  
                                                        
66 Jaime Humberto Borja Gómez has a PhD in History from the Universidad Iberoamericana of Mexico City, 
Mexico and he is advisor for colonial art collections in the Museo de Arte del Banco de la República and of the 
Museo del Oro in Colombia. This essay is part of a critical catalogue published for the retrospective exhibition of 
Muñoz’s works called Protografías and organized by the Museo de Arte del Banco de la República in Bogotá, 
Colombia.  
67 Original in Spanish: “El desaparecido, invisibilizado por la fuerza de la costumbre, está inserto en el espejo donde 
nos reflejamos, que solo con nuestro aliento se hace presente. Es decir, cuando es tocado por nuestro propio 
cuerpo” Jaime Humberto Borja Gómez “Aliento, 1995” exhibition catalogue Oscar Muñoz Protografías Museo de Arte 
del Banco de la República (Bogotá: Lagis S.A, 2011): 88.  
68 Oscar Muñoz “Entrevista María Wills Londoño” exhibition catalogue Oscar Muñoz Protografías Museo de Arte del 
Banco de la República (Bogotá: Lagis S.A, 2011): 147. 
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 The sociologist Avery F. Gordon in her book Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination 
focuses on literature as case study to investigate how the disappeared during the National Reorganization 
Process in Argentina (1976-1983) haunts the history of the country. Gordon’s research is highly 
enlightening because of its interdisciplinary approach; she wants to explore social phenomena, for 
example, ‘the disappeared’ as visualized in fiction, to illustrate how ‘haunting’ and ‘specters’ can provide 
an insightful approach to understand this phenomenon. These social inquiries relate in time with other 
historical narratives and impact a society in the present. For her, haunting becomes a particular way of 
knowing what is happening or what has happened. Moreover, a haunting describes how which appears to 
be there is often seething presence, acting on and middling with taken-for-granted realities. The ghost is 
just the sign, the empirical evidence that a haunting is taking place.69 Gordon identifies in the photographs 
used by the relatives of the disappeared in Argentina, the most known are the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, 
the sign of a haunting. Along similar lines, the interpretations that associate Muñoz artworks with the 
disappeared in Colombia, conceived his fleeting photographs as ghosts.  
 The disappeared and ‘the Specter’ have much in common; both are real when they become 
apparitional. In other words, the disappearance is recognizable when it is visible, when its ghost (the 
photo) is the principal form by which something lost or absent is made apparent to the living.70 In sum, 
and considering Gordon’s perspective and the definitions of ‘specter’ provided early in this chapter, a 
haunting and its sign (‘the Specter’) have three characteristics. First, it is a symptom of what it is missing. 
Second, it usually represents a loss, often of a life; and third, it has ‘its own life’ and it can speak about the 
surroundings in which it is embedded. If we take into consideration Gordon’s case study as example, the 
photographs of the missing with which the mothers of la Plaza de Mayo use to demand the return of their 
sons alive, are being animated by the mothers that attribute them a new life as the only possession and 
empirical proof of their loss. Furthermore, this animation of the photo is no more than the ‘punctum’ that 
transformed these images from regular identification photos used in official documents, into the recurrent 
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insignia of a past tragedy that motivates the mothers of Mayo to walk every Thursday at 3:30 pm around 
Buenos Aires’ main plaza asking for the return of their missing loved ones.71  
 In a country that registered by the end of the year 2013 a total number of 83.736 disappearances, 
as is the case of Colombia72, the use of obituary photos that vanished in the moment that they establish a 
contact with the living, suggest their existence as specters and their potential to punctuate just like the 
photos of the mothers of Mayo. Hereby, I focused on the medium and mechanisms used in Aliento, 
Lacrimarios and Proyecto para un memorial to incite the ‘punctum’ and to reflect more into the ‘life’ of the 
image in these artworks beyond the disappearances in Colombia. In order to do so, water, mirrors and 
reflections are the three aspects that direct the argumentation.   
  
2.4 Water, Mirrors and Reflections  
 Muñoz takes photos that have been reprinted in the newspapers by the relatives of the dead, and 
he reprints them again. While the relatives reprint them for the public acknowledgement of their loss, 
Muñoz neglects the names or the cause of death of the deceased. The relatives take the photo as a truthful 
representation of the dead, turning the photo into the substitute of their lost one. With their reprinting, 
they put forward the image as the real sign of who has died. In this case the image, the imitation, the 
simulacrum overcomes reality. The image is taken for granted as an end product, of what used to be and 
to exist. In Aliento and Proyecto para un memorial, where the photographs are left in anonymity, Muñoz 
disentangles this for granted reality and assumed rigidity of the photo. Even though he brings the photo as 
the center of the piece, he takes it back. In Aliento, once the breath has vanished the photo disappears; in 
Proyecto para un memorial, when the sun hits the pavement the water evaporates the image. The will of the 
artist’s hand to create the drawing on the pavement, and in Aliento the integration of the viewer’s body, 
shows how the artwork is always in process of being made but it is never completely finished.  
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 In the case of Lacrimarios however, the artist reprinted the photograph of a girl who died violently. 
He provides some details regarding her death but again, like in the other two artworks, the photograph is 
reproduced in order to be deconstructed. This does not make this artwork into a memorial, or a 
commemorative artwork in a strict sense, because in Lacrimarios the photo does not stay static to ‘preserve’ 
the image of the girl. On the contrary, the image moves, changes, and deforms when the charcoal powder 
dissolves into the water and when the light multiplies the process of disintegration on the walls. Water in 
its many forms plays a crucial role in the construction/deconstruction of the image in all three artworks.  
In fact, water has played a significant role in the evolution of photography making in general. The 
latent image was fixed to the support when submerge into chemical baths. Afterwards, the photo was 
washed again to rinse the chemicals. Water was the medium that assured the transference of the image to 
a more ‘permanent’ support but, in a strict sense, the image existed already prior to the bath, it just turned 
materially ‘complete’ when touched by water. Muñoz uses water as painting, water as a projection screen, 
water as vapor to make and unmake the image. The characteristics of such material and its integration as 
medium allows for the visualization of creation processes that usually go unnoticed to the eye. The 
creation of a photo, for example, can be seen as the instant product of pushing the shutter button on a 
camera. However, when Muñoz copies a photograph on the pavement, knowing that water evaporates 
faster than other materials, the image anticipates its own decay showing how memory or the perception of 
the past is constituted by a recompilation of impressions, of instant representations of the world.  
Furthermore, because of its transparency, water works as a convenient surface for specular 
reflection and as a screen to project and reflect images. In this sense, the use of water as medium for the 
three artworks suggests that the materiality of the work goes beyond the physical and chemical properties 
of matter, establishing certain relations and activities with the viewer or subject. In the field of 
Archaeology as Carl Knappett explains, materiality has been characterized in contrast to other notions like 
‘matter’ and ‘material’ in the sense that the term refers to both material and social relations.73 I find this 
argumentation stimulating in order to think the choice of water as medium and the interaction that water 
mediates between an archive of old photographs and the viewer in Muñoz’s artworks.  
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In Aliento, the artist makes use, besides water as exhalation, of mirrors to retrieve old photographs 
in the surfaces of the reflecting discs. In a first moment, the viewer approaches and sees its reflection in 
the mirror. In the second stage, the physical contact between the viewer’s breath and the surface revels the 
reflection of someone else. Hence, there are two specular surfaces in the artwork, the metal disc and the 
exhalation’s mist; the ‘ego’ that is reflected in the first mirror becomes an ‘other’ with the complete 
engagement of the body. In this way, Carlos Jiménez argues that Aliento is in line with Jacques Lacan’s 
ideas, which explain the awareness of the self as a separate entity from the mother during the mirror-
stage.74 The subject is conscious of its corporeal and subjective limits when confronted with its own 
reflection. Aliento goes one step further, as it shows that the image of the ‘ego’ and what the ‘ego’ believes 
is his, is a mediation between his gaze and the gaze of the ‘other’ that looks back, and which remains 
secret for the self. By involving a ‘second mirror’, that comes from inside the viewer, from his own will to 
know what is the ‘full’ constitution of his reflection, the self as individuality is redefined as a blurry image 
that combines both ‘self’ and ‘other’, or through a spectral interpretation, between the present ‘self’ and 
the image of our ancestors, those behind us.  
One of the main reasons why Muñoz’s artworks have been interpreted through Lacan’s 
psychoanalytical lenses is because of the dialogue the artist establishes with the myth of Narcissus, where 
water as specular surface precipitates Narcissus’s death. Muñoz created two artworks called Narcisos 
(Narcissus); in the first one, from 1994, he printed for the first time in his artistic career a charcoal powder 
image onto water. In a second version, in 2001, he added another layer onto the artwork, he recorded a 3 
minute video that showed a self-portrait made from charcoal powder floating onto the surface of water 
contained in a bathroom sink, reflecting a dual image, itself and its shadow. The faucet is open so the 
water that runs down the plughole slowly distorts the image. Through the video and because of the 
draining movement of the water, the image and its shadow try to unite; it seems to the viewer that at the 
end, near its dissolution, the charcoal portrait becomes one with its shadow [Fig. 17 & 18]. 75 
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In the myth, Narcissus contemplates his reflection in the water, he desires the image of who he 
perceives as an ‘other’, he gets closer to the image and, pushed by his desire of possession, he drowns in 
the water as the reflection vanishes. I believe that the artworks do not refer to Narcissus’s obsession with 
his own appearance but to the relation between reality and representation established through the mirror. 
Water is the channel to reflect the self but also the medium that supports the illusion, the representation 
or the ‘image’ of the self, a representation that tricks the eye as real and as ‘other’. Hence, the artwork 
challenges the idea that the photo immortalizes a fleeting moment and reveals that the image has its own 
life and a consequent process of decay. This is clearly perceived in the visualization of the passing of time 
through the oscillation between calm and revolted waters. The images are static for few seconds, when 
recently placed over the water’s surface. However, the water in movement like in Narcisos or the water 
mutation to a gaseous state as in Proyecto…, precipitates the image transformation in time.  
I want to highlight that, in the latest Narcisos and in Proyecto para un memorial, besides drawing an 
unstable image impossible to retain in time, the artist also records the process and presents it as a video that 
repeats itself. Therefore, the ‘narcissism’ in the artwork is entailed in the relation real - representation but 
also as the artworks contemplate its own process of creation: it creates in its disintegration and it mirrors 
this process through the recording. I bring forward the notion of ‘narcissistic’ in the sense as Rosalind 
Krauss used it, she considers video a ‘narcissistic’ genre because, unlike the other visual arts, it is capable 
of recording and transmitting at the same time; like in a parenthesis, having in one side the camera and in 
the other the monitor “which re-projects the performer’s image with the immediacy of the mirror”.76 By 
recording the drawing of the photograph in Proyecto… as in Narcisos 2001, the artwork mirrors itself and 
presents to the viewer a far more distant representation that in Aliento or Lacrimarios.  
In a first instance, all the artworks start from the recovery of an archive photo without a referent, 
the photo itself is, we can say, a first order representation. Then the artist reproduces the photo by 
copying it, this is the copy of the copy, and afterwards, the drawing is recorded and transmitted to the 
viewer as a third order representation. Finally, the action repeats indefinitely, suggesting the multiplication 
of the reproduction. This constant mirroring presents paradoxical as it does not contribute to the 
preservation of the image, but to a frustrated effort for definition. The incomplete representation takes 
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over the real, as it is reproducible in the absence of the referent. This referent is now haunted by its future, 
by the anticipation of its reproduction in the artworks; this reproduction will keep going even when the 
referent is dead. This means that the referent is already a disappearance that promises its return as image, 
with the help of optical instruments.  
 
Final Remarks  
This chapter attempted to show how ‘the Specter’ and ‘spectrality’ are useful concepts to explain 
the connection with the dead, the material decomposition process and the used of old images and 
photographs in three artworks by Oscar Muñoz. I bring forth ‘the Specter’, the return of the dead, to 
show how the past is interfering with the way in which we perceive the world, read images, or achieve and 
relate to the technologies and mechanisms that capture these representations of the world. Moreover, the 
‘spectral’ approach contributes to seeing, in a local context, the work of Oscar Muñoz as a counter-
discourse against the attitude of the newspaper readers who, in a similar manner to the population in 
Mexico that Margolles questions, stop looking at the images of the dead that are daily published in the 
press. Through the spectral gaze the artworks also relate to a regional context, to the phenomenon of 
‘disappearances’ in Latin America and the importance of the photographs to keep alive the memory of 
those missing. These photographs are ‘ghosts’, alive in how they punctuate the living, but dead as they 
remain the portrait of a moment in time. Nonetheless, and in my point of view, the fact that Muñoz 
detaches the photographs of a historical context makes the artworks universal, in the sense that the viewer 
is free to personally relate with them. This allows to think through ‘the Specter’ and beyond political 
contexts, how is the relation between ‘reality’ and representation as well as the relationship we establish 
with the past, where other factors are involved: the process by which we create and store memory and 
how these memories actually relate to materiality and the stability/instability of certain materials together. 
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3.  ‘The Living’ 
This chapter is about ‘the Living’, the viewers of Margolles and Muñoz’s artworks as active 
participants in the creative process, challenging the idea of a ‘viewer’ as a mere observer. In Vaporización, 
Margolles confronts the visitor with the organic materiality and decomposition of corpses; these body 
traces get in contact with ‘the Living’s’ skin, clothes and shoes. Thus, the artwork penetrates what we can 
call, the first outer boundary of the embodied subject (the skin), as it gets in contact with its entrails when 
exposed to inhale the ‘remains of the dead’. I define this ‘encounter’ as a violent and invasive interaction 
that dissolves the frontier between subject and object. In Aliento, ‘the Living’ touches with its breath, and 
it is touched back by the photo printed on the glass. Metaphorically speaking, the photos of the dead that 
are the source for Muñoz’s artworks are punctuating or emotively touching the viewer. These physical and 
affective interactions between the viewer and the materiality of the artworks, the dead and the 
presentation/representation of death and other ‘Living’ are the central topic of this chapter. I propose that 
the audience is both co-author and also element of the artwork itself through invasive encounters with the 
dead. With this in mind, besides co-authorship this chapter focuses on materiality and the touch as themes 
to think the relation between audience and artwork.  
 
The bodies of the viewers’ become support and medium of the artworks, redefining the behavior 
and the conventional role of the audience in the gallery space or the museum by challenging the norms 
that keep the artworks on display away from the viewers’ touch and maintains a distance only mediated by 
the sight. The visitor’s active participation and intentional involvement in the creative process of the 
artworks seems to be a compelling reason to argue that ‘the Living’ is a category of its own in contrast to 
‘the Corpse’ and ‘the Specter’. Consequently, it is also logical to claim that if ‘the Corpse’ and ‘the Specter’ 
are sites where socio-political realities meet, working as analytical tools to understand how the artworks 
provide an aesthetic insight into contexts of violence, ‘the Living’ is the recipient and the interpreter of 
those possible narratives that the artworks offer. I propose that ‘the Living’, as such, has its own 
characteristics and conditions of existence and connects through the touch with corpses and specters in the 
artworks.  
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This chapter is divided in four parts. The first two deal with the crossroads between ‘the Corpse’ 
in the work of Oscar Muñoz and the potential of seeing ‘the Specter’ in the work of Teresa Margolles. In 
the first two chapters these concepts remain isolated to the study of each of the artists separately. Here the 
concepts are tested and placed in relation to artworks with which their connection is not so obvious; I 
tested ‘the Corpse’ in the work Lacrimarios and ‘the Specter’ in the Margolles’s artwork Vaporización. By 
exposing how the concepts dialogue with the proposed artworks, I aim to show other possible 
interpretations and readings to these two artworks that ultimately show the importance of materiality and 
medium composition to relate with the viewer, as the importance of the viewer’s engagement for the 
achievement of the artworks’ potential.  
Part three “The Living’ and the Touch of Abjection” is devoted to defining ‘the Living’ and its 
conditions of being. In order to do so, the mediation between corpses, specters and audience is seen 
through the act of touching and being touched by others, alive or dead. Jacques Derrida’s book On Touching 
and Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection were crucial for the writing of this section. 
Finally, in the fourth and last part “Mourning and Remembering”, I situate the viewer as a being who 
develops rituals and behaviors in relation to the dead and to ghosts. This last section is experimental, it 
intends to propose possible ways to interpret and think about the role of the viewer in such engaging 
artworks. I argue that through mourning and remembering, ‘the Living’ establishes frontiers and 
boundaries to demarcate his own physical space and simultaneously, as Robert Pogue Harrison explains in 
the case of grief rituals, provides the means to “cope with one’s mortality even as they help one cope with 
the death of others”.77  Something similar happens with remembering; fragments of interactions and 
isolated anecdotes with others comprise the construction of the subject’s personal story. The creation of 
monuments for example, the gesture of preserving the memory of another is also a self-referential act, of 
that which matters to be remembered or preserved in a culture.  
 
3.1 ‘The Specter’ in Vaporización 
In En el aire the residual liquids of corpses cannot be easily seen or recognized. Far from the 
artworks in which body-parts where used as medium, or in those where blood is used as paint on canvas, 
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the transparency of water deviates the viewer from a logical association of the artwork with the dead body. 
As seen in Muñoz’s artworks, water is linked with purity, vitality, cleanliness and clearness because of its 
material characteristics and physical constitution, and it has been credited with the property of cleaning 
the infected and the dirt. Furthermore, the water is given the form of bubbles that levitate weightless in 
space. The playfulness of bubbles, which Anthony Downey describes in relation to this artwork, also 
indicates a possible association of water as bubbles with innocence and naivety.78 The same principle is 
behind the artwork Vaporización, where the water expands its volume and covers the exhibition’s space as 
vapor. Nonetheless, these artworks have as much to do with corpses as in those where the link between 
material and death is straightforward, like in the case of Lengua. It is worth noting that there is no way to 
prove that the water has been mixed with biological substances expelled by corpses, the viewer chooses 
whether to trust on the artworks’s labels or not. Yet, the declared provenance of the water arouses 
suspicion, the text could be a fiction meant to evoke horror in the audience.79  
The viewer is caught between what the labels say, the museum’s authority as a knowledge related 
institution also supports this information, and the impossibility to actually see the water’s real composition 
through its clarity. In addition, the viewer is also confronted with established narratives that advocate the 
‘purity’ of water and the trust in water that they support. We drink water to keep our living bodies healthy, 
free of germs and other life-threatening organisms. However, water is also the carrier of many diseases 
and its transparency is not a synonym of innocuousness. These artworks transgress the speech of water as 
an immaculate natural element by disguising the traces of a corpse in the water’s transparency; the water 
becomes the carrier for the dead and its mediator with ‘the Living’.  
The invisibility of ‘the corpses’ in the water that Margolles shapes as bubbles and vapor allows a 
closer contact between the dead and ‘the Living’. The latter is being fooled by his incapacity to detect, 
with the naked eye, the real materiality of the artworks. Any sense of ‘playfulness’ that might be 
experienced when encountering the floating bubbles or when feeling the clothes and skin get slightly wet, 
vanishes in the awareness that the water used contains particles of washed corpses. Water becomes the 
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agent of a paradox and a paradoxical element itself; the artwork makes the corpses’s presence tangible. 
Nonetheless, by containing their presence in the water, the dead are made invisible again; they are never 
noticeable by sight. The dead remain hidden in the transparency of the water, which looks crystal clear but 
is not perceived as ‘pure’ or ‘clean’ anymore. Disregarding their hidden condition, the corpses are present 
through the other senses: taste, smell and especially, touch, which demands a high corporal engagement 
from the viewer and the erasure of a distance between object and subject, in contrast with a pictorial 
artwork. The unavoidable situation of inhaling the vapors, the palpable weight of the fog, its taste, as well 
as the weight of the drops, and the possible absorption of the water by the viewer’s skin pores, confronts 
the subject with touching and actually becoming one with that which cannot be touched, or that should be 
kept at a certain distance: the body of the dead. If the viewer once ignored the presence and the existence 
of great amounts of corpses in Mexico’s violent history, it is now asked again to recognize these dead. 
Through more invasive means, the viewer has no possibility to escape the dead because the corporeal 
boundaries of his living body are severely disrupted by the touch of death.  
The sensorial experience that these artworks propose as the coexistence of invisibility and the 
presence of the dead, suggests to me that there is a readable connection between these artworks and ‘the 
Specter’. The tactile awareness of the artworks’s materiality creates the conditions to identify (feel) a 
presence that our visual sense cannot grasp. These are corpses that persist in the sphere of ‘the Living’, 
that moved from the morgue to the exhibition space, that where not reclaimed by their relatives and some 
of them, probably most, had no funeral rites. Like a specter these corpses stay and interact in the domains 
of the living through the appropriation of a different form. If this presence of the dead constitutes a 
haunting, what kind of haunting is it? And what is it communicating to ‘the Living’? I affirm that these 
bodies are reclaiming recognition. Main ground for this statement is that the artist adds explanatory labels 
stating that traces of dead bodies have been incorporated into the water, otherwise the viewer would 
hardly know the nature of the water used. This call to rethink our preconception of materiality as in this 
artwork the relation with it prolongs the life of the dead body beyond the caducity of its residues. In other 
words, the dead achieve a new corporal state by merging with ‘the Living’s’ body.  This constitutes a 
literally spectral encounter as both share an other body for some seconds, the time that the viewer takes to 
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‘inhale the dead’ and exhale it again, but also in the unsettling feeling that the corpse has taken over the 
spaces considered as domain of ‘the Living’.  
A possible hypothesis to understand this haunting, and the presence of the dead in a place that 
does not ‘correspond’ to them, is that the corpse is asking precisely to be remembered by those who live. 
Through this ‘haunting’, the viewer is provoked to think about his position as ‘living’ in relation to the 
deceased, a situation triggered by the recognition of a shared vulnerability. Actually, if we think about 
what constitutes to be ‘the Living’ or being alive, it is mainly to be in the process of dying and in the 
position to bury the dead. Pogue Harrison explains that “to be human means above all to bury”, he 
support this claim by highlighting that ‘humanitas’ in Latin comes from the term ‘humando’ that means, 
burying.80 Moreover, ‘the Living’ assumes attitudes for the ‘appropriate’ consummation of this ritual, at 
least in the Western tradition; I am referring to mourning and grieving as essential components during and 
after the burial. If the dead, that Margolles brings forth, lacked a ‘proper’ treatment as the burying rituals 
were not successfully performed, the artwork might be asking for a reassessment of these dead and their 
public acknowledgment, this time by invading the space of ‘the Living’ and pushing it into a vulnerable 
position. I will come back to this later in the chapter.  
 
3.2 ‘ The Corpse’ in Lacrimarios   
The viewer of Margolles’s artworks En el aire and Vaporizaciones is confronted with the corpse and 
the presence of the ‘dead’ in the water. Interestingly enough, in Lacrimarios the artist puts ‘the dead’ in a 
tank of water, using the transparency of the element as vehicle for its visualization, refraction and 
mutation through time. This artwork as I described in chapter 2, is an installation composed by a series of 
glass cubes filled with water, in which the artist ‘drew’ photographs of the dead with charcoal powder;  
one of these images belongs to a young female art student who was killed by one of Colombia’s armed 
groups. Her body was thrown into a river and cut open to avoid flotation. The choices of media and 
support of the artwork respond to a clear establishment of connections between the material qualities of 
the elements involved (water, dust and light), meanings attributed to those elements and the details of her 
death.  
                                                        
80 Pogue Harrison, xi.  
 45 
Because of the fragility of the charcoal powder, the image ‘printed’ in the containers filled with 
the water suffers from physical mutations and optical transformations that ultimately lead to the slow but 
inevitable dissolution of the dust in the water. The movements of the water, amplified on the wall by the 
effect of the lights placed below the cube, simulates the gentle motion of a river. Simultaneously, the 
image is made of charcoal powder that is a natural material with ancient sacred significance as well as a 
traditional medium used in art for drawing, sketching and painting. Charcoal is the residue obtained by 
removing water from wood or other vegetal material in airless environments by fire. In the Judeo-
Christian tradition charcoal, dust and ashes are symbols of the human’s corporal caducity, and are 
essential components of Ash Wednesday, when the first day of Christian Lent is celebrated as a 
preparation for Easter Sunday. The ashes of burned palm are placed on the Christians’ forehead as a 
reminder that the body is dust and to dust it will return. A reading of the artwork that takes into account 
this religious referent reflects on the use of charcoal powder as a way of portraying the return of the 
woman’s body to earth in the dissolution of the material in the water. If the murderers cut her body open 
to hide it, the photography that floats in the water and slowly ‘decomposes’ restores the relationship 
between the corpse, the water and ‘the Living’. Instead of hiding the body and depriving it from being 
properly buried, the water is now used to show and reflect the body; it is used as a vehicle for its return to 
earth, but also for its visualization and mourning.  
The going from ‘ashes to ashes and dust to dust’ dialogues with a potential bio-political reading 
and ‘the Living’s’ role as buriers and grievers of the dead. Clearly, the relation of ‘the Corpse’ that I want 
to bring forward in the framework of Lacrimarios differs from the visceral exposure to corpses in Teresa 
Margolles’s artworks. In the very form and materials being used, Muñoz’s water cubes are a metaphor of 
the young woman’s miserable death. Her murder is another example of a life that ended on the margins of 
the law, exposing the very moment in which the government turns against their own people, supporting 
paramilitary groups to keep the status quo at the expense of civilian lives. The act of cutting the body 
open to hide the traces of the murder shows the importance of ‘the Corpse’ as sign and material evidence 
of the crime. Without the body, there is no murder, no grief, no justice, and the victim becomes a 
‘disappeared’, a subject in the margins of being and not being: a body that cannot be reclaimed. What 
Muñoz does is to give visibility to that corpse underwater; however, he reveals the corpse as a trace, on 
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the basis of an old photograph, with the face of the young woman still being alive. He makes the body a 
fleeting image that is indeed material (made of charcoal) but whose materiality has caducity and is 
vulnerable as a memory. The existence of a corpse as unity, bond to the self, a body with boundaries that 
limits its physical space from the space of other beings and the earth, contrasts with a body made of 
powder, a corpse consigned to earth, air or water; a corpse that is not a dead body any more but humus 
that enriches the soil.  
In Lacrimarios the corpse is embodied in the dust as a premonition of its future material condition. 
Hence, the corpse is materially present, but weightless, floating, decomposing both slowly and fast enough 
for ‘the Living’ to see it happen. The latent incompletion of the charcoal photo on the water also relates to 
this material as a common medium for sketching. A sketch is usually not intended as a finished work but 
as part of studies and preparatory drawings in the creative process of a painting. Considering that in the 
artwork, unlike a conventional sketch made with charcoal on a surface like paper or canvas, the drawing is 
executed on water, the characteristic of the sketch as unfinished is stressed upon. If the sketch is the 
skeleton of a painting and it defines the basic lines of the whole, the charcoal photo is the underlying 
blueprint of the corpse; that which remains in the imaginary of ‘the Living’. That blueprint, the photo, 
constitutes the afterimage of the dead body. In other words, the photograph in the cube is already 
detached from the image of the corpse and is printed in the water as an assigned form for the dead’s 
afterlife. Pogue Harrison acknowledges that funeral rites serve to separate on the one hand, the living and 
the dead, and on the other hand, the image of the deceased from the corpse to which it is bound to at the 
moment of expiration.81 The photograph of the woman prevents the viewer from seeing the deceased as a 
corpse; the changing photo in the water triggers the imagination of ‘the Living’s’ that will assign the dead 
an image for its afterlife.  
This image belongs to ‘the Living’s’ personal archive of memory, it mutates through time like any 
other memory of the past. Muñoz captures the fragility of memory in the fragility of the image: unveiling 
how, sooner or later, all organic matter decomposes, as all our memories will transform with time into 
something else, or nothing in the end. Muñoz does not create monuments or artworks that argue for the 
petrification of the image or the durability of the photo. On the contrary, his medium choices are 
                                                        
81 Pogue Harrison, 157.  
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deliberately responding to the relation of memory and drawing or writing. This relates to the human urge 
to capture everything – an impossible task - and its need to write, draw or build monuments to store the 
past and shape identity.   
Even though Muñoz’s artwork presents a non-transcendental view of matter and memory, where 
he dissolves both instances, he also addresses the perception of matter and memory for ‘the Living’. I 
want to end this section by discussing the title of the artwork in dialogue with the place of the ‘the Living’. 
The artwork is called ‘Lacrimarios’ which is the Spanish word for the recipients known as ‘tear catchers’ or 
‘tear bottles’. The word in Spanish comes from the Latin ‘lacrima’ which means tear, the denominations in 
English are more straightforward defying what a ‘lacrimario’ is: small terracotta or glass vessels used by 
mourners to store their tears. These vessels where usually found in tombs in ancient Greece and Rome as 
signs of respect and love for the deceased. The amount of tears collected was proportionate to the 
importance of the dead and the love he inspired among the living. Once the tears evaporated the grieving 
period was considered to be finished.82  
The water in Lacrimarios is, above other interpretations, the tears cried by the relatives of the 
young woman. The artist creates these cubes as tear bottles, assembling a social space for mourning. It is 
the case that in the absence of the corpse the grieving period is postponed until the subject can direct its 
lament to the object proper. The missing body is seen as undead, which, as Pogue Harrison clearly 
describes, “speaks above all to the open-ended, un-reconciled psychic state of the grievers”.83 Again, in 
the case of the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, there are several testimonies where the mothers declared that 
once they could be in possession of the remains of their sons, even when many years had passed after 
their death, they could seal their loss and began their mourning.84 Muñoz proposes a reunification of the 
disappeared person, the unseen corpse lying at the bottom of the river, with an image that takes the place 
of the ‘newly found’ remains, allowing ‘the Living’ to get on with their lives.  
 
                                                        
82 Anderson-Stojanovié, Virginia R “The Chronology an Function of Ceramic Unguentaria” American Journal of 
Archaeology, 91 no. 1 (1987): 106. Accessed May 31, 2015. http://www.jstor.org/stable/505460 
83 Pogue Harrison, 144.  
84 Ibid.  
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3.3 ‘ The Living’ and the Touch of Abjection   
So far I have focused on the analysis of some of Teresa Margolles and Oscar Munoz’s artworks 
through the scope of death. By choosing ‘the Corpse’ and ‘the Specter’ as concepts to describe the 
conditions of being and existing that I believe both artists explore, the first two chapters dealt with death: 
the dead, the dead body, the representation of the dead, the returning of the dead and the possibility of 
‘being’ in between dead and alive. However, the definition of ‘the Corpse’ and of the spectral subject 
and/or situation is correlational to the ‘human’, and with ‘human’ I mean those alive. I propose to define 
‘the Living’ as subjects that are mortal and who develop cultural rituals and relations with the dead. What 
is more, the studied artworks open a space of experience for the viewer where the dead dwell in the 
domains of the living. For this reason, the term ‘the Living’ is used to refer to those subjects that interact 
with the artworks, especially in the case where the contribution of the viewers is essential, as for example 
in Aliento and Vaporización.  
In this line of thought, the word ‘viewer’ is insufficient to denote the degree of participation 
demanded by the aforementioned artworks. The ‘viewer’ in his condition of ‘living’ is confronted with 
death and with the dead; ‘the Living’ faces his own mortality and the apparition of the dead in places that 
are mainly considered as human dwellings. Some of the artworks transgress the spaces seen as proper to 
‘the Living’ like as in the case of displaying human remains in the gallery or the museum, while others 
challenge conventions and rituals that order a certain behavior of ‘the Living’ towards the dead, such as 
when facing a mirror that reflects the photographs of the deceased.  
The break between an established frontier that separates ‘the Living’ from the dead, ‘the Corpse’ 
and ‘the Specter’ correspond to a penetration of the ‘boundary’ set between the art object and the viewer. 
This has also to do with the artwork as an encounter and not solely as an object that remains foreign, in its 
objecthood, to the viewer. The disruption of this distance takes place through the physical contact with 
‘the Living’, by touch. This touch goes beyond the tactile gesture as it involves other senses: smell, taste and 
sight. Going back to one of the artworks mentioned earlier, Vaporización is an installation that exposes the 
audience to the abject by exhorting them to touch, what ‘should not’ be touched. Let me explain.  
Installation can be very well understood as a place of experience where the viewer is invited to 
interact and create meaning based on his or her own exploration of the space. Characteristic of installation 
 49 
art is that it offers a situation that includes, surrounds and embeds the viewer and which entails the 
viewer’s awareness of his own corporal presence in relation to the setting that is the artwork. Hence, in 
the installation the viewer is intrinsic to the art form. It is also crucial to highlight that installation art 
presupposes an embodied viewer, in contrast to an audience seen “as a pair of disembodied eyes that survey 
the work from a distance”, as Claire Bishop explains.85 This embodied viewer whose hearing, smell, taste 
and touch are invited as much as sight, becomes the recipient of an artwork that, once destroyed or 
dismantled, remains solely as first-hand experience.  
In the installation Vaporización, when the viewer enters the white cube, the atmosphere hits it; it is 
difficult to distinguish the characteristics and the spatial limits of the venue due to the thick vapor that fills 
the room with its volume. The sight is partially neglected as the vapor acts as a blurring fog, triggering 
what may be described as a claustrophobic sensation or, on the contrary, the perception of the space as 
infinite. By limiting the sight, the installation directly heightens the other senses, the vapor is palpable to 
the skin, it gets into the lungs and it has been inhaled and smelled. Anthony Downey describes his own 
olfactory experience as follows: “the water might be disinfected but a slight odor remains: it is the 
formaldehyde used to slowdown the process of putrefaction -or is our imagination playing with the 
possibility of what is contained within, and contaminated, by the water?”.86 I suppose Downey perceived 
the formaldehyde component after knowing about the composition of the water. However, could he 
identify the scent (formaldehyde) and its use (to preserve the corpse) ignoring the water’s provenance?   
 What interests me of this artwork is indeed that all the senses are been penetrated without the 
consent of the viewer whose perception and feeling as part of the installation changes once it discovers 
the vapor’s source. A contact with vapor that could have been perceived as harmless immediately after 
entering the room becomes a morbid exchange. The installation as an art form turns into the ideal genre 
to invade the personal space of the audience, challenging the limits of tact and cultural prohibitions 
imposed to touching. Jacques Derrida asks, “Before any vow of abstinence, before any self-imposed 
interdict, is there an untouchable, are there untouchables?”. 87It is precisely in the restriction of the touch 
that the possibility or the potential of touching becomes a reality. Still what remains is that there are things 
                                                        
85 Claire Bishop. Installation Art a Critical History (London: Tate Publishing, 2005): 6.  
86 Downey, “127 Cuerpos…”, 110. 
87 Jacques Derrida. On Touching- Jean-Luc Nancy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004): 67.  
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that ‘should not be touched’. Such untouchables are often treated as such for respect but also, when they are 
seen as a threat. In the latter case, the subject keeps its distance as a self-defense maneuver to protect his 
integrity.88 But the prohibition of touching also delimits the duty towards what can be touched and how 
we should touch it. In the case of the water used in the installation, which turns to be a synonym for 
‘corpses’, touching is restricted to the extent that ‘the Living’ has an ‘obligation’ to touch the corpse in 
order to complete the rites of burial. In contrast, other forms of touching corpses, like hiding, destroying 
or burying them in ‘unsanitary’ ways, the profanation of any kind (mutilation, necrophilia) and in some 
conditions its exhumation, are seen as social taboo and punished in several legislations.  
Behind the social taboo and restriction on touching corpses is the idea of the abject. Julia Kristeva 
explains that the revulsion to what is rotten, recognizable in the biological response of repugnance pushes 
‘the Living’ away from the muck and the waste. These sensations work as a natural warning that protects 
the human’s physical integrity from harm and contamination. In such a way that ‘The Living’ embodied 
subject delimits the frontier with the object of abjection, as the object constitutes a threat for ‘the Living’s’ 
well-being. Sensations of nausea, vomiting and dizziness are the symptoms of a subject that reinforces its 
condition as ‘living’, keeping the distance with the abject. It is crucial that Kristeva reckons that the most 
sickening of all wastes is the corpse, “the corpse seen without God and outside of science is the outmost 
of abjection. It is death infecting life”.89 This means that the unburied corpse, laying on its own and/or 
somehow present in the museum or the art gallery is affecting ‘the Living’. In Vaporización the audience is 
forced to face and incorporate the abject in its own body, his active participation is not voluntarily but 
invasive, being incapable of escaping the ‘fusion’ with the artwork. It is my contention that this invasion 
of ‘the Living’s’ personal space goes beyond participating like co-author, ‘the Living’ turns to be part of the 
artwork. This might also suggest that the artwork is not precisely the creation of a mixture of water and 
liquids picked up from crimes scenes or the diffusion of the water into the environment, but the sensation 
of the abject provoked in ‘the Living’ by the recognition of this ‘pollution’. This ‘contamination’ prevails 
even after leaving the exhibition space and its effects in the viewers’ bodies are unknown. Hence, the 
                                                        
88  Derrida portrays this relationship in etymological terms, he traces extensively the semantic relation between  
‘regard’ in French: ‘to watch carefully’ and ‘to guard’, with the provenance of the word in Latin where ‘regard’ also 
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89 Julia Kristeva. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982): 3-4.  
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untouchable (the fragments of the dead body) forces ‘the Living’ to touch and as a result, ‘the Living’ and 
the ‘dead’ are merged into the same materiality.  
 
3. 4 Mourning and Remembering  
There are several ways of touching beyond the contact of skin against skin; to cuddle, punch and 
tickle for example. Smelling and tasting in the case of Vaporización can also be seen as ways of touching. 
However, there is a touch that does not need physical contact; a touch like an affect that involves the 
connection between subjective experience and physical reaction. Barthes’ punctum for example, the small 
detail in the photo that pinches us, is a touch without touching. In Oscar Muñoz’s Aliento ‘the Living’ 
experiences these two ways of touching, physically and subjectively. The glasses used for this artwork, as it 
is described in chapter 2, are covered in several layers of grease to hide the photos that have been 
transferred to the surface. This artwork instigates curiosity and an intimate engagement with ‘the Living’ 
who offers his breath to activate the apparition of the image underneath.  
The breath touches physically the glass and the artwork answers by touching back through the 
photo. Like how mouth-to-mouth breathing infuses the living, animates the object (glass), and in this case, 
the dead (in the photo). By inhaling and exhaling the body communicates the experience of daily life, 
which means a contact and constant negotiation between the external environment and the internal world 
of the human body. With ‘the Living’s’ breathing the photo comes back to an ephemeral life, allowing the 
dead to make themselves present. From its part, the surprising appearance of the photo that vanishes 
when the mist evaporates punctuates the viewer that cannot separate its own reflection from the spectral 
image. Again the boundaries of ‘the Living’ blur as it merges with the dead to the same degree that he 
collaborates in the creation of the artwork.  
 The limits of ‘the Living ‘self’ reinvented through the assimilation of the other through the photo 
entails a parallel reconfiguration of ‘the Livings’ relation and opinion of those others that are dead and 
now present with the apparition of their photograph. In my view, the personal link with ‘the Living’ 
developed through the artworks, positions ‘the Living’ as grievers and rememberers of the dead. In 
Aliento, the instability of the photographs that hide again in the mirror represents a loss for ‘the Living’. 
This loss develops into the self’s impossible desire to reunite with the dead or get to know more about the 
 52 
referent of the photo. Mourning rituals, Pogue Harrison explains, provide ‘the Living’ with means to face 
its own mortality at the same time separates it from the corpse of the deceased. In contexts of violence 
when the dead seem uncountable and in some cases ungrievable, these artworks open a space to rethink 
the death of others as a part of ‘the Living’s’ reality.  
The difficulties of grieving and properly burying the dead are also depicted in Aliento. ‘The Living’ 
realizes that its breath is not strong enough to keep the photo fixed in the glass and remembering 
becomes the only alternative to save the image of the dead from nothingness. The memory of those 
others, who once where momentarily recalled in the press, has a recognizable face that we have touched and 
that has touched back. Thus, ‘the Living’ relates personally to these photos, it acknowledges their death and 
probably confronts its own vulnerability in the moment they disappear before its eyes. The artwork 
consists of several reflecting discs so ‘the Living’ can breathe repetitively on each of them and anticipate 
the response in the mirror, like a memory that is brought back several times without grasping completely 
every detail. The element of repetition is a common trait also for the artworks Limpienza and Proyecto para 
un Memorial. I will elaborate more on the relation of ‘the Living’ as grievers and rememberers in a dialogue 
with these two artworks. 
In Limpieza Margolles asked the relatives of victims of score-settlings and drugs disputes in the 
north of Mexico, to mop the floor of the Mexican pavilion at least once a day in complete silence. As 
usual, the water used to clean the exhibition floor was mixed with residues of blood and muck collected 
from the crime scenes. In order to transport these liquids from Mexico to Venice, the artist used damp 
rags to clean the areas where the victims’s bodies fell after being killed. Once the rags were dry, she took 
them to Venice where she wetted them again in water, the remaining liquid was used to mop [Fig. 19].  
There is nothing on display in Limpieza, just a silent person mopping over and over again while 
the viewers walk on the wet floor. What is being cleaned? If the dead are embedded in the water that 
cleans, then the floor was initially dirty or it needs to be mopped. In an interview Margolles says that the 
idea for this artwork emerged from the questions of who cleans up the blood left by someone who is 
murdered in the street. When it is one person it is probably the family or the neighbors but “when it’s 
thousands of people, who cleans up the entire city’s blood?”.90 With this ‘cleaning’ a segment of the streets 
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where the crimes took place is transferred into the exhibition space. The artist wants to reflect on the 
duties of ‘the Living’ to the corpse. As grievers the relatives clean the streets to give closure to their 
anguish while they ‘eliminate’ the signs and the evidence of the violence suffered by their loved ones. 
Their silence intensifies the solemnity of their act, as remaining silent or having a moment of silence is a 
gesture of respect in mourning for those who have died or to show solidarity after a tragic event.  
Simultaneously, the viewer is included as part of the final result of the artwork. They can 
experience, directly from the relatives of the victims, the thousands of deaths in Mexico and situate 
themselves inside the place of the executions. Furthermore, by transferring the water from one place to 
another and mopping repetitively, the relatives are also telling and retelling the story of their loss to the 
viewers. The swab used to mop, becomes a pencil or a brush by which the griever retells what happened, 
as a result, the pavilion’s floor is integrated as a space that holds in the testimonies of these crimes and 
‘the Living’, that has walked on the wet floor, carries in his shoes part of the same story.  
Cleaning or getting rid of the dirt also relates to forgetting and letting go. As many of the crimes 
that are addressed in Margolles’s artworks remain in impunity, or are simply overlooked by the 
government and the population that has, unfortunately normalized violence, by cleaning with a mixture of 
water and blood, the relatives emphasize how the crimes cannot be ignored anymore. Also Mexico’s 
violent reality should be shared beyond the country’s landscape with the people, the water and the ground 
of the city of Venice. Mopping every day entails for the grievers the daily remembrance of their personal 
tragedy, I conjecture that in their attempt to capture the memory of the dead in their minds they end up 
letting go, and forgetting part of what happened. However, this is indeed the nature of remembering: 
forgetting, editing and sometimes, rewriting their version of the facts.  
In Proyecto para un memorial the hand of the artist also repeats a drawing made out of water. In this 
case the camera that records different moments in the drawing process mediates the relation between the 
author’s hand that copies a photo and the viewer who witnesses. As the cleaners who mop the floor, the 
author who draws, is remembering through his body. This artwork more than any other shows the 
weakness of ‘the Living’s’ memory and the consequent efforts developed in order to guard it: taking a 
photo, copying the photo and recording the process of the drawing for someone else to witness and 
remember. Even though Muñoz is a great artist, highly skilled in drawing as the details in his water version 
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of the photo shows the impossibility of having a complete image is analogous to the impossibility to grasp 
all the details of a memory.  
This is the reason why the artwork is presented as ‘project for a memorial’, the project is in 
process of becoming and always frustrated by the limits of ‘the Living’s’ capabilities. Nonetheless, 
illustrating this impossibility turns to be the most fair and conscious exercise of commemoration. ‘The 
Living’ are those who witness, who experience in order to tell and retell the stories of the dead, those who 
bury and grief and those who try incessantly to touch and to be touched again by their love ones through 
blurry memories.  
 
Final Remarks 
This chapter focused on thinking the place of the viewer in some of the artworks by Margolles 
and Muñoz. I based the decision to problematize the role of ‘the Living’ and their mortality against the 
dead, on the viewer’s role as co-author of the artworks. These co-authorships work in different ways, if in 
Muñoz’s Aliento the viewer is, in a more traditional way, the co-author as creator of the photographs hidden 
in the mirror in Margolles’s Vaporización, ‘the Living’ is involuntarily pushed to be the support and 
medium for the work. The co-authorship of Aliento places ‘the Living’ partly ‘in control’ of the apparition 
of the images as it just need to exhale in the mirrors to make them return. On the contrary, in Vaporización 
‘the Living’ is completely subjugated to the materiality of the work, that it cannot neither control nor 
predict the potential consequences of the encounter. In this latter case, the material has agency as it 
violates the boundaries of ‘the Living’ showing, perhaps, that ‘death conquers all’.  
Besides these remarks on co-authorship, the importance given to the audience’s active 
participation is also tangible in my choice of installation art and performance. Installations transform the 
perception of the space, they surround and embed the viewer in the artwork, as well as to provide a 
physical and subjective experience for each of the spectators; these encounters rely on the touch to engage 
‘the Living’ and make it realize its own materiality and finitude and relation towards the pain and grieve of 
others. On the basis of this argumentation I wanted to add that the interaction these artworks propose at 
a physical and an individual level, relates to cultural conventions about our own behavior as living beings 
towards the dead, to mourning rituals, as well as to the act of remembering and commemorating the life 
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of others in a community. Last but not least and going back to a socio-political reading of the works, in 
countries like Mexico and Colombia, where drug-related crimes usually remain unpunished and where 
violence is normalized, artworks that transgress the boundaries of ‘the Living’s’ body make the audiences 
reconsider their position and their perception towards the dead. The artwork becomes a recipient for 
memory proposing a counter-narrative of the version of the facts, of the repetitive count of bodies in the 
newspapers; this narrative engages with its touch as it disputes impunity.  
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Conclusion 
 
I have explored the aesthetic mechanisms used by Teresa Margolles and Oscar Muñoz to deal 
with death, which present and represent the dead and give them visibility and materiality as well as to past 
realities that are usually perceived as ‘invisible’. Like I explained with more detail in the introduction, this 
research was motivated by the curiosity of examining the work of these two Latin American artists 
together since they both have been attributed by the academic and art critics to deal with socio-political 
concerns related to the contemporary representation of violence. To do so, I proposed the use of an 
interdisciplinary framework chosen on the bases of three main concepts that were identified after taking 
into account the medium composition of the artworks and the ways in which they relate to the viewer. 
‘The Corpse’, ‘the Specter’ and ‘the Living’ were the concepts that contributed not only in the structure of 
the thesis, but also in the examination and recognition of crossroads between disciplines. By forming this 
triad –a way of envisioning what we can call ‘the states of the being’: the living body of the human, the 
corpse as decomposing matter and the specter as an existence in-between life and death– I was able to 
establish a link primarily between bio-politics, deconstruction and aesthetics. This approach contributed to 
re-affirm my initial hypothesis: that, through their artworks, these artists are unveiling and disentangling 
‘official’ and ‘partial’ narratives about the murder count and the disappeared. Moreover, that the physical 
re-engagement and re-positioning of the audience was crucial to unveil those narratives.  
 
Findings and Points of Convergence  
Through bio-politics I defined ‘the Corpse’ as the sign that reveals how certain lives are violated 
and lived at the margins of the state legislation. ‘The Corpse’ as concept established a dialogue with the 
particular corpses and fragments of dead bodies featured in Margolles’s artworks. I conclude from the first 
chapter that Margolles acknowledges the expansive and multiplying effects of persisting violence in 
Mexico. This ‘proliferation’ of death as an emblem to describe the nation is addressed by the artist 
through representational strategies and material experimentation that can be summarized in three main 
aspects: the display of the dead body in segments that synecdochically represent the missing unity, the 
corpses and by extension the bodies of other victims; an integration of the discourse of the media 
(newspaper reports) and the forensic language to describe the bodies, which shows an accumulation of 
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data that reiterates the violence exercised over these bodies, and the creation of a medium that combines 
biological liquids coming from the dead body, dirt and water that allowed an easier diffusion of ‘the dead’ 
into the atmosphere, facilitating a physical contact between ‘the dead’ and the audience. 
 Similarly, by spreading ‘the dead body’ through ‘clear’ waters, the artist makes ‘the Corpse’ a 
figure with the potential to oscillate between presence and absence as well as solid matter, liquid 
substances and vapor. These apparent contradictions that I described as an oxymoron can be understood 
through the lens of deconstruction. The manner in which deconstruction criticizes the dual opposition 
between signs and the hierarchy of those signs is why Jacques Derrida’s thought had a prominent place in 
the theoretical framework of this thesis; his approach allowed to consider this ‘ambivalence’ between 
material/immaterial, presence/absence, and more important for the proposed analysis of Muñoz’s work, 
appearing/disappearing and creating/destructing as possible and meaningful. This demonstrates a point 
of convergence between the artworks of both artists beyond their position within the socio-political 
contexts of their countries; they destabilized the viewer by revealing processes that usually go unseen to 
the eye, but that exist and create the ‘established’ positioning of the living against and in front of corpses 
or the presence of the dead. 
 ‘The Specter’ was defined in the second chapter in relation to two aspects of Muñoz’s oeuvre: on 
the one hand, to a history of violence linked to the forced disappearance of civilians in Colombia –I 
emphasized that the connection to this phenomenon was attributed by others and not explicitly 
recognized by the artist–, and on the other hand, to the use of photography and the experimentation with 
materials in the reproduction of these photographs. ‘The Specter’ is the sign or the symptom of what is 
missing and is returning to ‘life’; I also identified that ‘the Specter’ usually has a cloudy, nebulous or 
ambiguous form that can be recognized as it constitutes the return of past realities, situations or 
individuals to the realms of the living people. I conclude from the second chapter that the way in which 
Muñoz integrates photographs taken from newspaper obituaries into his artworks and the material form 
he gives them make his version of the photos of the dead spectral.  
The characteristics of ‘the Specter’ contributed to understanding the connection between the 
physical fragility of the images, its slow disintegration/deformation in time with the role of archives and 
old photographs as depositories of memory. Furthermore, by keeping the identity of the photographed 
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subjects hidden, the artworks encourage the viewer to associate and relate to these images ‘freely’; the 
connection that I proposed between the photographs as evidence of the absence of the disappeared in 
Colombia, again through ‘the Specter’, is just one of the possible interpretations to the return of these old 
photographs to social life and public display. Interestingly enough, the anonymity of the subjects 
‘participating’ in the artworks is the second shared featured between Muñoz and Margolles’s work. Even 
though the artworks reclaim a place for these victims and give them a voice, the photographed and the 
victims remain in anonymity which shows that, on the one hand, the death of unknown others usually 
comes across as meaningless –like is the case of the ‘normalization of death’ when watching or reading the 
Mexican and/or Colombian media. But on the other hand, that anonymity also makes the artworks more 
‘universal’ as it relates to audiences outside the mentioned countries. Most importantly, through physical 
and personal encounters the viewer is ‘forcibly’ exhorted to participate in the artworks, which counteract 
the normalization of the violence and highlight a common vulnerability among human beings.  
 Consequently, in the chapter ‘the Living’, I exposed how the artworks were proposing physical 
and personal (punctuate) encounters with the audience; to the extent of orchestrating voluntarily and 
invasive co-authorship. Undoubtedly, this is one of the most important common characteristics between 
Muñoz and Margolles’s work. What lead me to this deduction was that the artworks were establishing 
contact, which I explained through the dynamics of the touch, with objects from which it is usual to keep 
a distance. By the means of installation Margolles could integrate the viewer’s senses and body into the 
artwork without asking or informing in advance the provenance and composition of the water; she made 
‘the Living’ absorb and breathe ‘the dead’. While in his pieces, Muñoz actually merged the specular image 
of the viewer with someone else’s ‘face’, suggesting that the idea of the self (and its physical appearance) is 
mediated by the gaze of the other.  
 
Personal Statement, Contributions and Further Research  
I want to highlight that my intensions were neither to illustrate ‘the Corpse’, ‘the Specter’ or ‘the 
Living’ in the quoted artworks, nor to use the artworks as exemplification of bio-politics, deconstruction 
or sociological theories. On the contrary, the artworks themselves reveal to me that the narratives that we 
are exposed to on the media and the newspapers, narratives that count the daily tragedy of these 
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countries, alienate the stories of marginalized subjects. This alienation takes away the possibility of feeling 
Barthes’s punctum when looking at their photos in the media or when reading about their deaths in 
numbers. I am Colombian myself and for some months I lived in Monterrey, the capital city of the 
northern state of Nuevo León, México; I have firsthand experience living in both places and indeed ‘the 
violence’ –in general terms– is not seen as something foreign. Because of the daily coexistence with it, the 
presence of the dead and the existence of victims are assimilated as an imperceptible pattern. By re-placing 
me as viewer and ‘toucher’ of these victims, Muñoz and Margolles made me take a distance from the 
‘habit’ and reconsider my own critical posture when approaching images and traces of the dead. For this 
reason, I also believe this research contributed to expand the literature that takes into consideration the 
work of Latin American artists in relation to their socio-political contexts and simultaneously explored the 
mechanisms of the artistic creation beyond these contexts. Furthermore, I wanted to expand the 
knowledge of these artworks into a non-Latin American or Spanish speaking audience, as most of the 
texts that are written about Margolles and Muñoz’s work belong to exhibition catalogues or are short 
essays mainly written in Spanish.  
Last but not least, during my research I realized that materiality was not just used as medium but 
actually had agency and autonomy in the artworks. The involvement of dirt and biological substances 
considered as a threat and/or dangerous to the physical constitution of the human being in Margolles’s 
artworks, as well as the analogy made between the physical decomposition of the photograph and the 
dead body through the dissolution of charcoal powder in water in Muñoz’s case, made me understand the 
potential of further research of these works in relation to New Materialism Studies. This current explores 
the autonomy of matter and the relationships between the non-human and the human; it proposes a 
monist perspective free of dualism, which does not oppose culture over nature or matter over meaning. 
Perhaps under the new materialism gaze –or any other gaze that takes matter as agent– we could further 
understand the implication of being, as humans, forced to share our body with matter in decomposition 
or of being (involuntarily) co-authors of an artwork that remains, after leaving the exhibition space, 
impregnated in our skin.  
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Appendix  
Artists Biographies and Selected Exhibitions  
 
Teresa Margolles was born in Culiacan, Mexico in 1963. Margolles studied Art at the Dirección 
de Fomento a la Cultura Regional del Estado de Sinaloa (DIFOCUR) and Communication Sciences at the 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. Her work focuses on the collective turmoil of the Northern 
Mexican social experience where drug-related organized crime has resulted in widespread violence and 
murder. She earned a diploma in forensic medicine in the late 1990’s and since then Margolles has 
examined the economy of death, whereby the morgue and dissecting room bear witness to social unrest. 
The later schooling would serve as a major influence and provide the foundation for her artistic works. In 
1990 she founded the art collective SEMEFO with Arturo Angulo Gallardo, Juan Luis García Zavaleta 
and Carlos López Orozco. However, the group dissolved and the artist works now independently.  
 
Selected Solo Exhibitions 
2015: Teresa Margolles: We Have a Common Thread, The Neuberger Museum of Art, New York, USA.  
2014: La Búsqueda - The Search, Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst, Zurich, Switzerland.  
El Testigo, Teresa Margolles, Centro de Arte dos de Mayo, Madrid, Spain.  
2010: Teresa Margolles, Kunsthalle Fridericianum, Kassel, Germany.  
Video otra vez, Museum of Contemporary Art, Fortaleza, Brasil. 
2009: What Else Could We Talk About? The 53rd Venice Biennale, curated by Cuauhtémoc Medina. Venice, 
Italy. 
Recados Póstumos – Teresa Margolles, Museo de la Ciudad, Querétaro, México. 
2008: En Lugar de los Hechos-Anstelle der Tatsachen Factory Kunsthalle Krems, Krems, Austria.  
Teresa Margolles, Operativo 2, Y Gallery New York, New York, USA.  
2006: 127 Cuerpos, Kunstverein fur die Rheinlande und Westfalen, Dusseldorf, Germany.   
Teresa Margolles, Curating Library deSingel, Antwerp, Belgium.  
2005: Teresa Margolles, Guggenheim Museum, New York, USA.  
2003: Teresa Margolles, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich, Switzerland.  
 
Selected Group Exhibitions  
 
2011 Disponible: A kind of Mexican show Phase 2, Galería Walter and McBean in San Francisco Art Institute. 
San Francisco, USA.  
Epílogo, Museo de Arte de Zapopan. Zapopan, México.  
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2010:  Die Nase des Michelangelo, Galerie Peter Kilchmann at Marktgasse, Zurich, Switzerland.  
Mixed Emotion–Gemischte Gefühle, Kunsthalle Brennabor, Brandenburg an der Havel, Germany.  
What next for the Body, Inbetween Time Festival, Arnolfini Museum, Bristol, United Kingdom.  
Beyond Borders–Mexican Public Art, Museum of Sketches, Lund, Sweden.  
The Living Currency, Museum of Modern Art, –Warsaw, Poland.  
2009: Vi-deum; Reality and fiction in later day video, Netherlands Media Art Institute, Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands.  
The Forbidden Death, Center for Contemporary Art, Celje, Slovenia.  
Los sonidos de la muerte, Centro Cultural Montehermoso Kulturenea Vitoria-Gasteiz, Spain.  
2008: 7 + 1 Project Rooms, MARCO, Vigo, Spain.  
Phantasmagoria: Specters of Absence, University of Southern California Fisher Gallery, Los Angeles, USA.  
The Rest of Now, MANIFESTA7. European Biennial for Contemporary Art, Bolzano, Italy.  
 
Oscar Muñoz was born in Popayán, Colombia in 1951 and studied art in the Escuela de Bellas Artes in 
Cali in the 1970’s. He began making drawings based on photos and later on, he experimented with the 
relationship between these media, and photography and audiovisuals. This inter-media dialogue and its 
relation with meaning making and reality, eventually become central in his artistic practice. He founded in 
2006 a cultural center and residency program for artists called ‘Lugar a dudas’ (Place for doubts), a non-
profit independent artistic space located in Cali which aims to promote and disseminate contemporary 
artistic practice. As its name suggests, the organization works as a laboratory for research, lively 
discussion, reflection and critical analysis through exhibitions, workshops and events. 
Selected Solo Exhibitions 
2015: Oscar Muñoz: Atramentos, Tabacalera, Promoción del Arte, ARCO Madrid 2015, Madrid, Spain.  
2014: Biografías, University of New Mexico Art Museum, Albuquerque, NM, USA. 
Oscar Muñoz: Protographies, Jeu de Paume, Paris, France. 
Oscar Muñoz, Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Monterrey (MARCO), Monterrey, Mexico. 
Portrait (self) portrait, Prince Claus Fund Gallery, Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 
2013: Oscar Muñoz: Protografías, Museo de Arte de Lima, MALI, Lima, Peru. 
Oscar Muñoz: Eclipse, Casa Daros, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
2012: Oscar Muñoz: Protografías, Museo de Antioquia, Medellín, Colombia. 
Oscar Muñoz: Imprints for a Fleeting Memorial, The Visual Arts Center of Richmond, Richmond, Virginia, 
USA.  
2011: Oscar Muñoz: Protografías, Museo de Arte del Banco de la República, Bogotá, Colombia 
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Oscar Muñoz: Imprints for a Fleeting Memorial, SECCA: Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art, 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina, USA.  
Biografías (Biographies), The Mandes & Arts Festival, Johan Deumens Gallery, Haarlem, The Netherlands. 
2010: Oscar Muñoz: Volverse aire, PhotoEspaña 2010 / PHE10, Círculo de Bellas Artes, Sala Goya, Madrid, 
Spain.  
 
Selected Group Exhibitions 
2015: Lift: Contemporary Printmaking in the Third Dimension, Knoxville Museum of Art, Knoxville, TN, USA.  
2014: Memory Palace, Lois & Richard Rosenthal Center for Contemporary Art, Cincinnati, Ohio, USA.  
Permission to Be Global / Prácticas Globales: Latin American Art from the Ella Fontanals-Cisneros Collection, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, USA.  
Selections from Daros Latinamerica Collection, Fondation Beyeler, Basel, Switzerland.  
2013: Nocturnes de Colombie, Musée du quai Branly, Paris, France.   
Encuentros / Tensiones, Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (MALBA), Buenos Aires, 
Argentina.  
19 New Acquisitions, Museum of Modern Art, New York, USA.  
2012: A New Minimalism, University Art Gallery, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, New Mexico, 
USA.  
2011: About Face: Portraiture as Subject, Blanton Museum of Art, The University of Texas at Austin, Texas, 
USA.  
2010: Cosmopolitan Routes: Houston Collects Latin American Art, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Texas, 
USA.  
2009: Traces of Time, Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art, Herzliya, Israel.  
2007: Venice Biennale, The 52nd International Art Exhibition Think with the Senses – Feel with the Mind: Art in 
the Present Tense, curated by Robert Storr, Venice, Italy.  
Phantasmagoria: Specters of Absence; Biblioteca Luis Angel Arango, Bogotá, Colombia. 
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Figures  
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Teresa Margolles, Intervención pública con bandera, 2009.  
Fabric impregnated with blood collected from executions sites in the north border of Mexico.  
Exterior of the Rota Ivancich Palace, Venice “What Else Could We Talk About?” 53 Bienale di Venezia, 
Mexican Pavilion.  
Source: Peter Kilchmann Galerie, Zurich, Switzerland.  
Available from: http://www.peterkilchmann.com/artists/overview/++/name/teresa-
margolles/id/17/media/17-bandera.jpg/ (accessed 5 May, 2015)  
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Fig. 2. Teresa Margolles, Narcomensajes,  2009. 
 Joint activities in the streets of the city of Venice with people embroidering with gold threads fabrics with 
blood collected from executions sites in the north border of Mexico "What Else Could We Talk About?” 
53 Bienale di Venezia, Mexican Pavilion.  
Source: Peter Kilchmann Galerie, Zurich, Switzerland.  
Available from: http://www.peterkilchmann.com/artists/overview/++/name/teresa-
margolles/id/17/media/cimg6392_k.jpg/ (accessed 5 May, 2015)  
 
 
 68 
 
Fig. 3. Teresa Margolles, Narcomensajes, 2009.  
Fabric impregnated with blood gathered from the places where murders took place embroidered with 
gold threads. The fabrics were progressively embroidered during the Venice Biennial "What Else Could 
We Talk About?" 53 Bienale di Venezia, Mexican Pavilion.  
Source: Peter Kilchmann Galerie, Zurich, Switzerland.  
Available from: http://www.peterkilchmann.com/artists/overview/++/name/teresa-
margolles/id/17/media/24-narcomensajes.jpg/ (accessed 5 May, 2015)  
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Fig. 4. Teresa Margolles, Sangre recuperada, 2009.  
Installation of mud impregnated fabrics that were used to clean places where bodies of murdered persons 
were found in Mexico. The transfer of this material to Venice was performed through the re-moisturizing 
of these fabrics "What Else Could We Talk About?" 53 Bienale di Venezia, Mexican Pavilion.  
Source: Peter Kilchmann Galerie, Zurich, Switzerland.  
Available from: http://www.peterkilchmann.com/artists/overview/++/name/teresa-
margolles/id/17/media/27-sangrerecuperada_1.jpg/ (accessed 5 May, 2015) 
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Fig. 5. Teresa Margolles,  Ajuste de cuentas,  2009.  
Gold jewelry set with fragments of glass from shattered windshields originated from a “settling of scores” 
that involved crossfire from car-to-car in the streets of Culiacán, Mexico, April 2009 “What Else Could 
We Talk About?" 53 Bienale di Venezia, Mexican Pavilion  
Source:  Teresa Margolles: What Else Could We Talk About? Ed. Cuauhtémoc Medina Mexico D.F: Editorial 
RM, S.A de C.V, 2009: 050. 
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Fig. 6. Teresa Margolles, Tarjetas para cortar cocaína, 2009.  
One of the thousand copies that where distributed during the Venice Biennale. “What Else Could We 
Talk About?" 53 Bienale di Venezia, Mexican Pavilion  
Source: Teresa Margolles: What Else Could We Talk About? Ed. Cuauhtémoc Medina Mexico D.F: Editorial 
RM, S.A de C.V, 2009: 068.  
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Fig. 7. Teresa Margolles, Lengua, 2000.  
Tongue with a piercing, of a teenager murdered in a street fight. Donated by the relatives in exchange for 
the payment of burial expenses. Mexico City, Mexico. Photographer: Teresa Margolles.  
Source: Courtesy of Teresa Margolles and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zürich, Switzerland.  
Available from: Rebeca Scott Bray “Teresa Margolles’s Crime Scene Aesthetics” The South Atlantic 
Quarterly 110 no. 4 (2011) 933-948. Accessed 31 March 2015. DOI: 10.1215/OO382876-1382330,  
Figure 1.  
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Fig. 8. Teresa Margolles, Operativo I, 2008.  
Chiseled phrase on concrete wall and soft white carpet. Y Gallery, New York.  
Source: Arte al Día Magazine.  
Available from: http://www.artealdia.com/International/Contents/Artists/Teresa_Margolles (accessed 5 
May, 2015) 
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Fig. 9. Teresa Margolles, Vaporización, 2002.  
Vaporized water from the morgue that was used to wash the bodies of murder victims after the autopsy.  
Source: Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich, Switzerland.  
Available from: http://www.peterkilchmann.com/artists/overview/++/name/teresa-
margolles/id/17/media/vaporizacion_01_web.jpg/ (accessed 5 May, 2015)  
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Fig. 10. Teresa Margolles, En el aire, 2003.  
Bubbles made with water of the morgue that was used to wash the corpses before the autopsy. Source: 
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich, Switzerland. Photo: Axel Schneider.  
Available from: Anthony Downey “127 Cuerpos: Teresa Margolles and the Aesthetics of 
Commemoration” in Understanding Art Objects: Thinking Through the Eye Ed. Tony Godfrey. Farnham: Lund 
Humphries, 2009: 108. (accessed 5 May, 2015)  
 
 
Fig. 11. Oscar Muñoz, Aliento, 1995.  
Source: Daros Latin America Collection, Zurich, Switzerland. Photo: FBM Studio, Franziska Bodmer. 
Available from: http://www.daros-latinamerica.net/index_zh.php?q=1024 (accessed 5 May, 2015)  
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Fig. 12. Oscar Muñoz, Aliento,1995.  
Photo-serigraph impression with grease on steel disk, 7 1/8 in. x 7 1/8 in. x 7 1/8 in.  
Source: Sicardi Gallery Houston, United States.  
Available from: http://www.sicardi.com/artists/oscar-muoz/artists-artist-works/#7  (accessed 5 May, 
2015) 
 
Fig. 13. Oscar Muñoz, Lacrimarios, 2000-2001.  
Glass, water, carbon, 7 7/8 in. x 7 7/8 in. x 7 7/8 in.  
Source: Sicardi Gallery Houston, United States.  
Available from: http://www.sicardi.com/artists/oscar-muoz/artists-artist-works/#11 (accessed 5 May, 
2015)  
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Fig. 14. Sicardi Gallery installation view, 2002.  
Source: Sicardi Gallery Houston, United States.  
Available from: http://www.sicardi.com/artists/oscar-muoz/artists-artist-works/ (accessed 5 May, 2015) 
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Fig. 15. Oscar Muñoz, Proyecto para un memorial, 2005.  
Tamayo Museum installation view, Mexico D.F, Mexico 2009.  
Source: Sicardi Gallery Houston, United States.  
Available from: http://www.sicardi.com/artists/oscar-muoz/artists-artist-works/ (accessed 5 May, 2015) 
 
Fig. 16. Oscar Muñoz, El Puente, 2004.  
Projection of photographs on the Cali River.  
Source: Museo de Arte del Banco de la República, Bogotá, Colombia.  
Available from: http://www.banrepcultural.org/oscar-munoz/el-puente.html (accessed 7 May, 2015)  
 
 79 
 
Fig. 17. Oscar Muñoz, Narcisos, 2001-2002.  
Photograph of the video.  
Source: Museo de Arte del Banco de la República, Bogotá, Colombia.  
Available from: http://www.banrepcultural.org/oscar-munoz/narciso.html (accessed 20 June, 2015)  
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Fig. 18. Oscar Muñoz, Narcisos, 2001-2002.  
Sequence of photographs of the 3 min video.  
Source: Museo de Arte del Banco de la República, Bogotá, Colombia.  
Available from: http://www.banrepcultural.org/exposiciones-itinerantes/verda_metafora/presentacion 
(accessed 20 June, 2015)  
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Fig. 19. Teresa Margolles, Limpieza, 2009.  
Cleaning of the exhibition floors with a mixture of water and blood from murdered people in Mexico. 
The action will take at least once a day during the extent of the Venice Biennial. “What Else Could We 
Talk About?" 53 Bienale di Venezia, Mexican Pavilion  
Source: Teresa Margolles: What Else Could We Talk About? Ed. Cuauhtémoc Medina Mexico D.F: Editorial 
RM, S.A de C.V, 2009: 045.  
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